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THE FIRST COUP 


THE 1958 spLit in the AFPFL changed the character of the Burmese 
party system significantly. During the three-and-a-half months of the 
government of Premier U Nu and Deputy Premier Thakin Tin, Burma 
had a multiparty system in fact for the first time since independence. 
It also had bad government—the worst of any in the first decade fol- 
lowing release from colonial rule. 

During this period, U Nu’s chief political ally was Thakin Tin. A 
traditionalist in most ways, despite his Marxist economic outlook,’ Tin 
enjoyed a somewhat unsavory reputation—which was in part unde- 
served. Tin was a good organizer, and he carried out the AFPFL 
government’s land nationalization policies with a minimum of corrup- 
tion for Burma. Moreover, of Burma’s top leaders at the time of the 
split, only Nu himself lived more modestly than Thakin Tin.’ 

Nu’s other political associates during this period were a varied lot, 
and included many opportunists who had no difficulty changing their 
economic and political philosophies whenever they saw the possibility 
of personal gain. However, Bo Hmu Aung, a leader of the PVO 
faction that had remained with the AFPFL, shared U Nu’s increasingly 
traditionalist orientation, and was loyal, though outspoken, in his 
relations with Nu. U Ohn’s influence on Nu was generally minimized 
by both Nu’s political friends and his foes, but, Dr. E Maung stated 
in 1960, “Ohn was probably the person closest to Nu personally, seeing 
him more frequently than any of the rest of us.’”* E Maung himself, 
plain-spoken like Bo Hmu Aung, was another of the most influential 
persons in Nu’s entourage ; he was competent, and conservative in his 
economic philosophy. Thakin Kyaw Tun, protégé of Thakin Tin (and 
later detained for alleged involvement in a political kidnapping and 
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murder), was another traditionalist ally of Nu, to whom he promised 
more moral behavior in the future. U Raschid remained a confidant, 
too, although he was also concerned with his personal business ven- 
tures throughout this period. Bo Min Gaung (ex-PVO), Chan Tha 
(a recruit to politics from the bureaucracy), the respected Daw Khin 
Kyi (widow of Aung San), and U Win also helped Nu during the 
Nu-Tin period. 

The opposition to the Nu-Tin, or “Clean” AFPFL, government 
was led by U Ba Swe and U Kyaw Nyein. Ba Swe became Presi- 
dent of the “Stable” AFPFL, which included a majority of the AFPFL 
M.P.’s as well as of the party’s Supreme Council, in addition to 20 of 
the 22 Parliamentary Secretaries in the pre-split government. But the 
“Stable” was denied many of the means of expression available to the 
opposition in developed democracies, much as the pre-split AFPFL 
had denied the use of the state-operated radio and other facilities to 
its political opponents in the past. 

The denial of such facilities to the opposition “Stable” AFPFL 
was indicative of the tactics of the Nu-Tin government. Much of what 
the “Clean” AFPFL did, however, was what any government in power 
would have done, and surely what the “Stable” itself would have done. 
Opposition parliamentary and private secretaries and members of gov- 
ernment boards, councils, and committees were removed, and the newly 
formed pro-“Clean” Union Labor Organization was distinctly favored 
over the “Stable” Trade Union Congress (Burma.)* Although the 
Swe-Nyein party held majorities in the Kachin and Karen State 
Councils, Nu selected pro-‘‘Clean” ministers as Heads of State. Be- 
cause the Kachin, Karen, and other ministers were members of the 
central government as well as heads of their own state administrations, 
Nu’s move was probably politically necessary. Less defensible were the 
directive ordering all public libraries to stop subscriptions to the pro- 
“Stable” Mandaing Daily, onetime official organ of the united AFPFL, 
and the fact that many of the policies of the Nu-Tin government, par- 
ticularly its intentionally obvious favoritism toward the pro-“Clean” 
labor organization, were almost certain to result in violence." 

During the time his government was moving to undercut the 
strength of the “Stable” party as much as possible, Nu was talking 
of ways of lessening internal conflict in the country.* Partly to distract 
the Communists from their policy of revolt, he proposed a national 
convention, which would include as participants members of both fac- 
tions of the AFPFL as well as of other opposition groups, and the 
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insurrectionists (if they surrendered), to draft a “national charter” 
that would define the rights and duties of the government, the opposi- 
tion, and all organizations and individuals in a Burmese democracy. 
Such a document, he stated, would become an ethical yardstick for all 
Burmese and the “foundation of democracy” in the country. Attacking 
his own past administration for basing policy on consultation with too 
few people, Nu promised to broaden the basis of policy formation and 
execution. More than 2,000 representatives of 16 different fields, in- 
cluding business, industry, religion, labor, art, journalism, education, 
and government, attended an eight-day consultative conference on na- 
tional planning held in July. The conference was labeled a psychologi- 
cal device to allow people to “let off steam”? and a “clever stunt, just 
before the elections, to win votes for his party,’’* but Nu probably gen- 
uinely believed, as he put it, that this was a way to right past wrongs 
and set an effective course for Burma in the future. 

Nu’s political position, however, was precarious. A change of only 
four votes in the Chamber of Deputies would have cost him his parlia- 
mentary majority.* The consultative conference was also unquestion- 
ably designed to increase support for Nu by presenting him as a leader 
who was aware of his past mistakes and sought to make amends.® The 
Nu-Tin government’s desire to make itself attractive to the left by act- 
ing to end the insurrections and establish internal peace was part of 
the same general design. Hundreds of détenus, mainly students and 
political suspects, were released by the government ; the re-instatement 
of students expelled from schools for political reasons was officially en- 
couraged; and Nu-Tin ministers revealed themselves more tolerant of 
far leftist views and were more accessible to all sections of Burmese 
political opinion. U Nu clearly was endeavoring to broaden the base 
of his political support—by including in his government such conserva- 
tives as the able Dr. E Maung of the Justice Party and representatives 
of minority interests (e.g., the also conservative U Kyaw Min of the 
Arakanese National United Organization) at the same time that he was 
making such an obvious bid for backing from the left. Many of those 
who came to occupy government posts during the Nu-Tin period were 
persons Nu would have called “bad hats” in the past.*° Hence it is not 
surprising that many of the policies of the Nu-Tin government were 
ambiguous.” 

Planning an election in which the country would choose between 


* According to U Ba Swe, Nu had lost his majority by mid-July. 
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the “Stable” AFPFL and his faction of the party, Nu took to the politi- 
cal stump—accompanied by Daw Khin Kyi, widow of the revered 
Aung San, among others. Nu talked largely of the “five precepts,” the 
others of politics. The last of these tours started on September 4 and 
ended September 22, absenting Nu from Rangoon during one of the 
most critical periods in the politics of independent Burma. 

Nu’s stumping was accompanied by attempts to expand the mem- 
bership and activities of the satellite Union Labor Organization, Union 
Youth League, and other such bodies. Nu’s longtime friend U Raschid 
and the aggressive Bo Min Gaung directed the “Clean” AFPFL’s or- 
ganizational efforts in the labor field, and it was widely reported that 
Nu also intended to develop a mass organization after the model of 
Thakin Tin’s ABPO or U Ba Swe’s TUC(B).” But Nu did not do 
so—presumably for the reasons that underlay his prior denunciation of 
personal political organizations. Moreover, the task of seeking to or- 
ganize practically all types of associations throughout the country on 
a pro-““Clean” basis—in opposition to the “Stable” AF PF L—occupied 
the time and energies of Raschid, Bo Min Gaung, and the others. The 
result of these efforts was to split every past AFPFL affiliate into com- 
peting factions—right down to the grass roots level. In an amazingly 
short time, every town and village in the land came to have its “Clean” 
and its “Stable” organization. 


The insecurity of U Nu’s support in the Chamber of Deputies, 
where he had won the no-confidence vote of June 9 by only eight votes, 
led directly to a major constitutional wrangle in August. The approach- 
ing end of Burma’s official fiscal year meant that U Nu needed a new 
budget, but defeat in the legislature on one or more sections of his bud- 
get would not serve Nu or his party well in the anticipated elections. 
The National Unity Front, which in order to retain Nu’s dependence 
on its support was trying to avoid dissolution of the Parliament, pro- 
posed an all-party compromise budget—to which Nu turned a deaf ear. 
On July 28 Nu made a surprise announcement that the Chamber of 
Deputies would meet in budget session on August 28, and the Cham- 
ber of Nationalities, the upper and less important house, on Septem- 
ber 15. Even more unexpectedly, he declared on August 19 that the 
budget session had been canceled and that the budget would be passed 
by presidential ordinance; clearly Nu felt that he had lost his parlia- 
mentary majority.1? On September 22, the day he returned from an 
apparently beneficial 18-day political tour of the Kachin State, Nu an- 
nounced that the Parliament would be dissolved September 29, the bud- 
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get proclaimed by ordinance September 30, and elections held in No- 
vember. Despite Swe-Nyein charges to the contrary, Nu’s actions were 
probably constitutional, though possibly not in keeping with the demo- 
cratic spirit of Burma’s basic law. Nu’s goal was clear: political sur- 
vival for himself and the values he cherished, even if it meant endan- 
gering those very values by the tactics he chose. 

The “aboveground Communists” played a balancing role in the 
Chamber of Deputies, much to Nu’s political distaste, and now the 
Communists in revolt seemed capable also of shifting the balance of 
power in the country at large. The split in the AF PFL had been fol- 
lowed almost immediately by a more belligerent attitude on the part 
of the Communist rebels, who took heart from the division in the ranks 
of the anti-Communists. The hard-pressed insurgents had written Nu 
clandestinely just before the split in a more conciliatory spirit than on 
any previous occasion since the outbreak of their insurrection in 1948.14 
Nu’s AFPFL government had turned down Thakin Than Tun’s offer 
to “come in” on March 28, the tenth anniversary of the Communist 
resort to arms, because Than Tun had not yet renounced the policy of 
armed struggle. Than Tun wrote to Nu again the day the break-up of 
the AFPFL was announced in April, and on May 20, he sent a par- 
ticularly arrogant note demanding face-to-face negotiations (instead of 
obeying the demand of Nu and the AFPFL that he surrender). Than 
Tun even insisted that his rebel army be made legal.*® 

After the defeat of the no-confidence vote against him on June 9, 
U Nu, it has been charged, paid his debt to the NUF by opening new 
negotiations with the Communist rebels and promising them complete 
amnesty, party legalization, and new elections." Nu made such prom- 
ises, but not as repayment to the NUF and not without demanding that 
the Communists disavow their policy of armed revolt, cut all connec- 
tions with any of their comrades remaining underground, and partici- 
pate in a national convention to draw up a charter reaffirming the prin- 
ciples that “the sovereign power of the Union of Burma lies with the 
people” and that the “Government derives its legislative, administra- 
tive and judicial powers from the people.” Nu was fully aware of the 
risks involved in his policy. “Although the insurgents may give up 
their arms, they may do it only in token form,” he admitted. His gov- 
ernment, as a result, would be “the target of a two-pronged attack from 
both the underground forces and the section that has come into the 
light.”2® The unsatisfactory Communist reply took the form of an offer 
to meet with Nu on equal terms to reach a political settlement. 

On July 31, despite the uncompromising response of the Commu- 
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nists, the government promulgated a decree granting full amnesty to 
all surrendering insurgents for crimes committed during the insurrec- 
tions and promising to restore all political and other rights upon their 
renouncing the policy of rebellion. 

Accused of appeasing the Communists, Nu subsequently stated: 


To get peace, I did my best in granting amnesties and concessions 
to the insurgents. I do not deny this. But, whatever amnesty we 
gave, and whatever concession we made, I always consulted the 
Army and secured their concurrence first. . . . I went even to the 
length of showing all my announcements and all my speeches con- 
cerning the insurgents to the Army leaders, and issued the an- 
nouncements only after their concurrence had been obtained and 
delivered the speeches only after the Army leaders had made the 
changes they wanted to make in the speeches. . . . I was con- 
vinced that, if we could manage to get peace as quickly as possible, 
the danger of the country turning Communist would be averted. 


Most of the remaining rebel PVO’s (numbering several hundred) 
quickly surrendered, renounced rebellion, took the name of the People’s 
Comrade Party (PCP), were legalized, and shortly thereafter an- 
nounced their intention to work for the establishment of a Communist 
state. Nu hoped to win the support of some of the PCP. But the PCP 
and its friends inside and outside the “Clean” AFPFL seemed more 
concerned with discrediting the anti-Communist Army, thereby driving 
an important wedge between U Nu and the military.” Nu did not 
name any of the Communist members of the NUF or the PCP to posi- 
tions in his government, however. The only other insurgent group sur- 
rendering in large numbers at this time was the Mon People’s Front, 
which (like the Karen rebels of earlier years) sought a separate state 
in the Union. More than a thousand Mon rebels turned themselves in— 
less because of the amnesty apparently than in response to U Nu’s 
promise to facilitate the creation of a Mon state if a majority of the 
Mons wanted one. Nu had earlier made a similar promise to the Ara- 
kanese as part of his effort to enlarge the ranks of his supporters. The 
Mons, however, had never posed a security threat as large as that of 
the insurgent Karens, Communists, or PVO’s. 

Nu remained anti-Communist, and the anti-Communist Army lead- 
ers realized this, but many of the top military figures still questioned 
the wisdom of Nu’s policies toward the Communists. Many soldiers 
(and others) believed that Nu’s concessions only encouraged the Com- 
munists to demand more concessions.”* According to Nu himself, 
“Some people spread the rumor that these concessions were intended 
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to pave the way for an alliance between us and the Communists, and 
the anxieties within the Army grew all the greater.”*? The 1958 
amnesty, however, resulted in an immediate, if short-lived, improve- 
ment in the security situation of the country,” but some of the above- 
ground leftist elements continued to demand face-to-face negotiations 
with the insurgent Than Tun Communists. 


Burma’s Army made no move in support of either the “Clean” or 
“Stable” faction at the time of the AFPFL split in April 1958, although 
General Ne Win warned both groups against the use of violence. Mili- 
tary neutrality in the political struggle, however, did not extend to the 
Communists. The Army’s mounting distrust of U Nu’s attitude toward 
the NUF, the PCP, and the Communist insurgents following the split 
was matched by a growing fear on the part of the “Clean” AFPFL 
that the military leaders were sympathetic to its “Stable” rival. General 
Ne Win cautioned U Nu against relying on NUF backing in the legis- 
lature, and he vigorously rejected suggestions that surrendered rebels 
be inducted into the Armed Forces.2* Ne Win also warned Army 
personnel against becoming involved in political quarrels. However, 
the attempt by the Armed Forces to abolish the pyusawhtis, a popular 
militia formed earlier to help fight the insurgents, could not help but 
involve the military in the political rivalries, since some pyusawhtis were 
armed supporters of the contestants in the struggle for power. 

The second echelon of leaders of the “Clean” AFPFL, clearly in- 
filtrated by some individuals with Communist leanings, would not allow 
the Army to remain aloof from politics, and sought actively to dis- 
credit the military both in order to reduce the importance of an alleged 
“Stable” ally and to increase the likelihood that some of their political 
sympathizers still in revolt would regain legal status.2° The Army, 
indeed, was labeled Public Enemy Number One at a “Clean” conven- 
tion in U Nu’s official compound in early September—a label that Nu 
subsequently denied in a radio broadcast. A widening break in the 
ranks of the NUF indicated that support for Nu from this quarter was 
weakening. The Army, meanwhile, charged pro-Communist elements 
with plotting a coup against the Nu-Tin government, encouraged by 
the leniency of that government.*® 

Nu’s intentions seemed clear enough. As late as September 26, 
the day of the Army coup, The Nation predicted editorially that elec- 
tions would be held before November 28. Nu’s intentions notwith- 
standing, the political situation deteriorated almost daily throughout 
September, reaching seemingly explosive proportions. The event that 
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brought the tension to a head was the attempt to transport to Rangoon 
pro-“Clean” units of the para-military Union Military Police (UMP) 
from Mandalay—significantly, perhaps, while Nu himself was on tour 
of Upper Burma.” The UMP elements fell within the jurisdiction of 
the ambitious Bo Min Gaung, and it was he, apparently, who was pri- 
marily responsible for the troop movements. By mid-September the 
Army was visibly more partial to the “Stable” party, and Bo Min 
Gaung and some other second-line leaders wanted pro-“Clean” armed 
personnel in the Rangoon area. A person very close to Nu quoted Nu 
on the eve of the change of governments as saying of UMP units out- 
side his residence, “I don’t know whether they’re here to guard me, or 
what.’’®* Nu had earlier disclaimed any knowledge of anti-Army state- 
ments in many of the speeches at the all-Burma convention of his 
“Clean” AFPFL the first week of September. “It is clearly possible 
that he did not know what was going on while he was in Upper Burma 
on tour,” a leading journalist has said. “But surely he knew at least 
some of what was happening after his return.”?? 

U Nu returned to Rangoon on September 22 with the avowed 
intention of keeping a promise made to his friend and counsellor U 
Ohn: he would retire to a monastery to meditate and rest. He ar- 
rived at two in the afternoon and convened a Cabinet meeting two 
hours later “to dispose of all important matters” before proceeding to 
“keep continuous sabbath for a number of days.”*? This session of the 
Cabinet decided to dissolve the Parliament on September 29. The 
budget would then be passed by presidential ordinance the next day, 
and general elections would be held in November. 

According to Nu, about half an hour after the meeting had started 
he received a message from Bo Min Gaung’s residence asking him and 
Bo Hmu Aung to go there immediately. Bo Ming Gaung wanted the 
Cabinet session adjourned immediately, but Nu would not adjourn it 
because, he said, he did not want any flurry. 


When only I myself, and such AFPFL leaders as Thakin Tin, 
Bo Hmu Aung, and Thakin Kyaw Tun were left and others had 
gone, Bo Min Gaung told us that he had it from a reliable source 
that there would be a coup d’état by the Army, and that arrange- 
ments had already been made in Rangoon and the districts for such 
a coup. 


He said that the coup would take place that night. Nu tried to contact 
General Ne Win, but Ne Win was at a party. So Nu retired for the 
night with only the instruction to the security officer at his official resi- 
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dence not to take any action “without awakening me and getting 
orders. ”82 

The next day Nu met with Colonel Maung Maung, one of Ne Win’s 
top aides, who told him that all Army units had been alerted, since it 
was rumored that General Ne Win, Maung Maung himself, and other 
leading soldiers would be assassinated, that the government would 
then disband the Army, and the surrendered People’s Comrade Party 
would rearm, raid, and occupy key positions.** Colonel Maung Maung 
said later that “the Army knew of the widespread existence of arms 
and ammunition in Burma before the change of governments, but the 
politicians, especially on the local level, kept us from doing anything 
about it.’”** The weapons were hidden by surrendered insurgent ele- 
ments, the Army claimed, for later use against the government. The 
movement of UMP elements into Rangoon (frequently in disguise and 
their presence inexplicable even by the Inspector-General of Police) 
and the shifting of Karen rebel headquarters to within nine miles of 
the capital city,** the flight of families from the town of Khayan to Ran- 
goon (recalling the refugees of 1948-49) and messages to the main 
newspapers of troop movements in various parts of the country, Com- 
munist rebel boldness in moving nearer Rangoon and the fact that 
weapons were known to be hidden (particularly in the area between 
Prome and Rangoon) seemed to set the stage for a return to the chaotic 
conditions of a decade earlier. Civil war among the anti-Communists 
was a real possibility ; indeed, fighting had already taken place between 
followers of Thakin Tin and those of U Kyaw Nyein.*? “Surely,” one 
of Rangoon’s most respected foreign diplomats has said, “U Nu and 
the rest knew that Ne Win and the Army could not put up with this 
sort of thing.’’%* 


On September 26, 1958, when the city of Rangoon was almost com- 
pletely encircled by Army units—and these, in turn, were surrounded 
by Union Military Police—U Nu announced that he had asked General 
Ne Win, Commander-in-Chief of Burma’s Armed Forces, to form a 
caretaker government. Bo Min Gaung, as Home Minister, ordered the 
UMP action, but the fact that he was not prosecuted under the sub- 
sequent military government would seem to suggest that this was a 
defensive action rather than an attempt at a coup of his own (as many in 
Burma have suggested). According to “Clean” Minister Dr. E Maung: 


The Army moved first, but not on orders from Ne Win, Maung 
Maung or Aung Gyi, but at the initiative of younger officers, many 
of whom were related to the Swe-Nyein faction. These officers 
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forced the issue with Maung Maung and Aung Gyi [and hence with 
Ne Win], who had to move to get Nu out or suffer serious conse- 
quences within the Army.*® 


Nu himself publicly ascribed the Army’s action to concern over the 
weapons the surrendered PCP’s had concealed before turning them- 
selves in. “I was told of these events within three to four hours of my 
return on September 22,” he has stated. “I therefore called the Army 
authorities in and asked them questions. They said the Army harbored 
very deep suspicions, but that they were doing everything to control 
the situation.” Nu has said that he asked himself, “after their departure, 
whether in such a situation free and fair elections would be possible.”’*° 
Aung Gyi’s version of the change of governments was that he and 
Maung Maung visited Nu to complain of the deteriorating security 
situation. Nu replied by asking them if they knew anyone to whom 
he might turn over power for a caretaker period during which law and 
order could be restored and free elections held. “They gulped and said, 
“Why yes, as a matter of fact there is—General Ne Win.’ ’’* 

Colonels Maung Maung and Aung Gyi visited Nu on September 
24, and the decision was made to establish a caretaker government 
headed by Ne Win. A formal exchange of letters between Nu and Ne 
Win took place on September 26, and that evening Nu made a public 
announcement of the transfer of authority. According to U Nu’s letter 
to Ne Win, the main purpose of the caretaker administration was “to 
provide all the necessary conditions and requirements that would en- 
sure the holding of a free and fair general election before the end of 
April 1959.”’4? All this can be fully documented. 

In a press conference on September 30, U Nu himself vigorously 
insisted that his exchange of letters with General Ne Win described 
things as they actually happened; he had asked Ne Win to form an 
interim government to prepare for free and fair elections, and he had 
advised the President to summon the Chamber of Deputies to meet on 
October 28 to receive his resignation. But Dr. Ba Maw, Burma’s war- 
time Premier, termed the change of governments a “coup by consent.” +° 
According to Deputy Premier Thakin Tin, “Maung Maung and Aung 
Gyi discussed with U Nu the problems of the day, and Nu came up 
with the answer to the situation. He was not told to get out.’’** 

One of the persons closest to Nu at the time said subsequently: 
“Yes, Nu almost had to go along. It was he, however, who supplied 
the formula for the switch—because of his strong desire to maintain 
the forms of democratic government. He probably could have held out 
a little longer. But there might have been bloodshed. Also, if he had 
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been toppled in an outright coup, there would be the question of the 
legitimacy of the successor government. This would not have augured 
well for the stability of Burma politically, and so Nu went along.”’*® 

General Ne Win apparently did not initiate the change of govern- 
ments. In their conversations with Nu, Maung Maung and Aung Gyi 
were Ne Win’s advocates at first, not his emissaries. On the other 
hand, as one of the more able foreign ambassadors in Rangoon put it, 
“Ne Win did not become Prime Minister just because two of his chief 
lieutenants wanted him to.’’*® His decision was apparently a reluctant 
one, however. He consented to the coup only when he became con- 
vinced that there was no other way to avoid splitting both the Army 
and the country. Ne Win was not a politically ambitious person; in- 
deed, he was more than a little on the lazy side. The 1958 coup was 
not a grab for power for its own sake—at least not by Ne Win. 

Nu’s decision to turn over the reins of government to Ne Win was 
his own.**7 At his September 30 press conference, he stated that his 
tour of Upper Burma had raised doubts about the wisdom of holding 
early elections in view of the shootings, killings, and general sense of 
insecurity throughout the country. As he put it, “Democracy works in 
such a way that leaders must act frequently on their own. When I go 
abroad I often sign agreements on my own. When I return I put the 
matter up before the Cabinet. If the Cabinet disagrees I have to resign. 
But we do have to shoulder responsibility and do things unilaterally.”** 

According to Dr. E Maung of the Nu-Tin government, “Nu asked 
us what to do at a meeting of the Cabinet—that is, he told us of the 
approach of Aung Gyi and Maung Maung and his desire to ask Ne Win 
to form a government. I said impetuously, “Hell, no! Let’s fight this 
thing out!’ Nu strongly implied that this was not a very wise course 
of action.” 4’ 

The Arakanese politician U Kyaw Min, also a Minister in the Nu- 
Tin government but not a member of the “Clean” AFPFL, has stated 
of this important Cabinet meeting : 


Nu announced that he had something to say and told us of his offer 
to General Ne Win and Ne Win’s acceptance. We were astounded 
—that is, the non-“Clean” members of the Cabinet [the “Clean” 
people obviously already knew]. E Maung asked: “Why wasn’t 
the Cabinet consulted?” Nu said that there was no chance. It was 
put to him point blank: he had to decide." 


“The amazing thing,” the ANUO’s Kyaw Min has said, “was that 
U Nu—with a coup staring him in the face—had said in effect, ‘All 
right, you can have your coup but not until next month.’ ” 
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Publicly, Nu declared, as he prepared to leave office, “There is no 
failure of democracy and no question of its abandonment. There is no 
Western type. Democracy took hold in the West after many painful 
years. It will take time here. As for guided democracy, I don’t believe 
ish at 

On October 28 General Ne Win took office as Prime Minister of 
Burma, and immediately formed a non-parliamentary Cabinet of 14 
persons—only five of whom, representing the state governments, were 
politicians. The others were judges, civil servants, or educators. Ne 
Win himself was the only soldier in the Cabinet. 


SEVENTEEN 


THE COMEBACK 


THE SITUATION inherited by General Ne Win from the civilian poli- 
ticians was chaotic. Security conditions in the country were the worst 
they had been since the dark days of 1949-51. By September 1958, 
government in Burma had all but come to a standstill, political consid- 
erations were seemingly the only ones that influenced official decision- 
making, and the public was obviously and increasingly losing confi- 
dence in the ability of the Nu-Tin administration to direct the nation’s 
affairs. In addition there remained the chronic problems of indecisive- 
ness in policy formation and ineffectiveness in implementing govern- 
ment decisions. Burma needed a new—and steadier—hand. 

The governance of Burma under the Ne Win caretaker administra- 
tion was efficient, honest, frequently inspiring, and equally often fright- 
ening in its authoritarian character. The insurrections were reduced in 
importance, but by no means eliminated, as a result of the more effi- 
cient direction of, and the elimination of political interference with, 
the anti-rebel military effort. Divisional and district security councils 
were established throughout the country, giving local military com- 
manders new authority to coordinate anti-insurgent activity within 
their jurisdictions. The number of insurgents was reduced by about 
5,000 persons, or nearly one-half. The reduction would have been 
greater except for the rebellion of some Shans (largely in response to 
the high-handed behavior of Burma’s new soldier-rulers).1 Of some 
56,500 arms “seized or recovered,” almost 52,000 were said to be from 
sources other than actual insurgents or surrendered personnel?—a sit- 
uation that illustrates the threat hanging over Burma before the Army 
took control. The ordinary crime rate was also significantly reduced. 

On the economic front, such state-operated enterprises as the Tha- 
maing cotton textile plant, the sugar mills, and the Insein steel mill 
were placed on a profit-making basis. Regulations on trade in rice 
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(as well as in rubber, timber, and cotton) were liberalized, private par- 
ticipation was encouraged, and exports of rice soared to a postwar high. 
A particular target of the caretaker regime was the so-called “economic 
insurgents’’—persons engaged in subverting the state through various 
kinds of commercial manipulations. Two-thirds of the registered im- 
porters lost their registration. The government also moved to lower 
the cost of living by attempting to control prices, increase the supply 
of goods, and improve the system of distribution. The cost of living 
was reduced—but apparently not permanently: An 11 per cent advance 
in the cost-of-living index between March 1959 and March 1960 fol- 
lowed a drop of 18 per cent in the period from September 1958 to 
February 1959.3 The Ne Win government made no major changes in 
development policies, although the caretaker administration did reverse 
U Nu’s policy of not accepting foreign grant aid. The Army’s Defense 
Services Institute emerged as the country’s most important economic 
organization during this period, however, becoming a major importer 
of a vast variety of goods ranging from coal to automobiles, and oper- 
ating banking, shipping, construction, fish, and transportation busi- 
nesses as well as the country’s largest department store.” 

Largely as a result of the appointment of senior military officers to 
the major departments and boards, governmental administration im- 
proved. The capital city of Rangoon, a place of considerable natural 
beauty but disgustingly dirty during the AFPFL era, was cleaned up 
and made more attractive. In an effort to reduce the ever-present 
danger of fire in Rangoon, thousands of squatter huts were torn down 
and some 200,000 persons were moved (far from willingly) to the “sat- 
ellite towns” of Okkalapa and Thaketa. The Ne Win government also 
effectively restored discipline to troubled Rangoon University—at the 
expense, however, of free discussion, even in the classroom. Some stu- 
dent political agitators were detained, while others went into hiding for 
fear of detention.® 

The foreign policy of the Ne Win caretaker administration differed 
from that of the previous AFPFL and Nu-Tin governments only in 
emphasis, for the most part, although the military regime was able to 
register one major accomplishment, in particular, that had eluded the 
civilian politicians. This was a border agreement with the neighboring 
Communist Chinese. As Premier, General Ne Win, like U Nu before 
him, followed a policy of nonalignment; indeed, the government re- 
sponded to China’s suppression of the Tibetan uprising in 1959 (which 
produced in Burma a vigorous popular reaction against Peiping) with 
a conspicuous silence. Ne Win, however, was willing to cancel five of 
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the eight “gift projects” from the U.S.S.R., which had been arranged 
under U Nu’s government, because they would cost the Burmese too 
much, while coming to an agreement with the United States on grant 
assistance for a new Rangoon University campus. Burma and the 
United States also agreed to a preliminary survey in preparation for 
the construction, with American aid, of a Rangoon-Mandalay road.’ 

The Sino-Burmese border agreement, which settled the question in 
principle, recognized Burma’s version of the frontier except for changes 
made by the pact itself: the “return” to China of the three Kachin vil- 
lages of Hpimaw, Gawlum, and Kanfang, and the exchange by Burma 
of an area in the Wa territory of the Shan States for the previously 
leased Namwan Assigned Tract. The Ne Win—Chou En-lai frontier 
settlement, which provided for subsequent demarcation by a joint com- 
mission, was accompanied by a treaty of friendship in which Burma 
agreed not to enter into a military alliance directed against China.® 
China apparently hoped to use its border settlement with Burma as 
leverage in the more important frontier controversy with India. The 
pact was also possibly the first step in a new offensive to draw Burma 
within a Chinese sphere of influence.*° Burma, however, got what it 
wanted : Chinese recognition, for the most part, of the border as Burma 
claimed it should be—and this in writing ! 

In the political realm, the Ne Win regime established a network of 
National Solidarity Associations throughout the country. These were 
ostensibly designed to inculcate civic virtue, but were really intended 
to keep future civilian governments in check, and hence to eliminate in 
the future the need for the Army to assume control of the whole gov- 
ernment.: Businessmen, who at first responded negatively to the care- 
taker administration, were nonetheless pleased with some of its specific 
actions, such as the elimination of the official monopolies of trade in 
various commodities.*? Popular reaction to the Army government, 
however, was almost universally unfavorable, largely as a result of its 
authoritarian methods: the soldiers, for example, failed to obtain court 
orders when they raided warehouses of suspected hoarders or forced 
owners of safe-deposit boxes to reveal their contents.** The lowering 
of prices (for chicken, for example) resulted in increased demand, and 
hence in the necessity for lining up to buy goods—a type of discipline 
resented by the Burmese masses. The arbitrary requisitioning of per- 
sonnel, vehicles, and equipment outside Rangoon (Rangoon was least 
subject to excessively provocative behavior on the part of the military) 
antagonized many Burmese and was an important factor in the Shan 
revolt.** 
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As had been true during the AFPFL and the Nu-Tin regimes, the 
main decisions of government during the 1958-60 Ne Win caretaker 
administration were not made by the Cabinet (despite the fact that it 
was constitutionally the chief executive organ of the state). During the 
AFPFL administration, the locus of real decision-making power had 
been the Executive Council of the party in power, or, more correctly, 
the Council’s leading members. The chief decision-making section of 
the first Ne Win government was the Military Staff Council, of which 
Brigadier Aung Gyi (onetime Socialist politician) and Colonel Maung 
Maung were the most important members.** General Ne Win, although 
Premier and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, was not a 
member of this body. Ne Win’s views and those of his chief military 
subordinates, which sometimes differed, were formally reconciled in the 
Cabinet. Only rarely were other opinions, such as those of the civilian 
ministers, recognized. Aung Gyi, Maung Maung, and Brigadier Tin 
Pe were also members of the important Economic Advisory Committee 
of the Cabinet—which did much more than advise. The chief decision- 
maker, however, was General Ne Win himself, probably to an even 
greater degree than U Nu had been before him. 

Nu, largely for political rather than for policy reasons, was dis- 
turbed about the wide range of activities of the caretaker administra- 
tion, which he had thought would concern itself almost wholly with 
restoring law and order preparatory to holding elections. Military in- 
filtration of the civilian administration and the fear of his partisans in 
the districts to participate in politics particularly concerned Nu. Before 
the six months for which Ne Win had been officially “asked” to serve as 
Premier had expired, Nu informed him that conditions in the country 
had improved sufficiently for elections to be held, but the General dis- 
agreed. If his party won, Nu promised, key portfolios in his govern- 
ment would go to top soldiers, but still Ne Win refused to hold elec- 
tions.*® 

Nu did not want to oppose amending Burma’s constitution to allow 
General Ne Win, not a member of Parliament, to continue in office— 
for fear of being labeled pro-Communist or of creating a situation that 
might elevate “Stable” leader U Ba Swe to the Premiership. Equally 
important, he feared defections from his “Clean” party. His party, as 
a result, voted for amending the constitution to permit a non-M.P. to 
be Premier for more than six months, but Nu himself was absent from 
the Parliament on February 27, the day of the vote. 

The Ne Win caretaker government was clearly anti-U Nu. Efforts 
were made to smear Nu, and a number of his followers were arrested 
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for alleged criminal offenses or on charges of being in contact with the 
insurgents. But “bad hats” in the “Stable” camp were not similarly 
treated. As J. S. Furnivall, longtime observer of Burmese politics, 
stated, “All the bad fellows were not in the ‘Clean’ AFPFL, but the 
officially encouraged press coverage was designed to suggest this.”*7 
According to Thakin Tin, even he and U Nu feared that they might 
be arrested—“not to mention Bo Min Gaung for his alleged September 
1958 plot against the Army.”*8 The government released copies of 
Communist documents urging opposition to the Swe-Nyein “Stable” 
AFPFL in any future elections. Documents that purported to reveal 
Communist infiltration into the “Clean” AFPFL were also publicly 
released. 

Nu responded to the personal attacks on himself?® and the arrest of 
his followers with a campaign against “fascism.” He had no alterna- 
tive but to attack the Army government in terms of its authoritarian 
character ; he could hardly have been in favor of “economic insurgents,” 
and against “clean streets” and “honest government.” Nu’s active 
efforts to return to power began during the North Burma “Clean” 
AFPFL District and Township Representatives’ Conference held in 
Mandalay in December 1958. He distinguished the three rival paths— 
fascism, Communism, and democracy. Appealing for “Stable” support 
against “fascism,” he proposed a three-man committee acceptable to 
both factions of the once-united AF PFL to lead in restoring democratic 
government to Burma. Nu got no backing from the “Stable,” how- 
ever, and had to stand alone.” 


In February 1959, at the same time that he acquiesced in giving the 
support of his “Clean” AFPFL party to the amendment that would 
permit General Ne Win to remain as Premier, Nu began to prepare 
for a passive resistance campaign against the same Ne Win. “Don’t 
give us privileges,” he declared, “but stop victimizing and harassing 
us.”?1 Nu set no date for the start of his passive resistance campaign, 
but he left no doubt that he intended to begin it if the injustices about 
which he had complained were not remedied. The major speech of 
Nu’s preparatory effort was delivered on May 1—symbolically at Mar- 
tyrs’ Hill, resting place of Aung San and the other assassinated com- 
rades of July 19, 1947. One hundred thousand persons turned out, and 
Nu was repeatedly cheered. Many leading “Clean” politicians had 
scattered about the country in the event of repercussions to Nu’s ad- 
dress, and possibly for the purpose of launching the civil disobedience 
campaign itself, if necessary. In his speech, Nu complained of “the un- 
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fair and exclusive distribution in the Burmese Army of those newspa- 
pers which are the stooges of our opponents and which are devoting 
themselves to daily attacks on us, . . . the one-sided propaganda that 
is being conducted against us by some of the instructors in the training 
classes and refresher courses for government servants [and] the way 
witnesses are forced by beatings and tortures to make confessions . . . 
to involve some ‘Clean’ leaders in criminal cases.” 
Typical of the content and tone of the address was Nu’s charge: 


In some localities, the authorities call up the local leaders of the 
“Clean” AFPFL and ask them first to change over to the “Stable” 
AFPFL. If that is complied with through fear, that is the end of 
the matter. But if that request is refused, then the leaders are asked 
to leave the “Clean” AFPFL and to remain neutral and inactive. 
But if that request is not complied with, the persons concerned are 
after a time arrested and detained on some pretext or other. Some- 
times there is so much haste and eagerness in arresting these politi- 
cal leaders, that the arrests are made under the wrong sections of 
the acts, and the sections cited have to be changed several times. 
In some localities, the arrested person is tortured by having a mild 
electric current passed through the body; finger nails are loosened 
with small pliers or tweezers ; the arrested person is made to lie on 
the floor and water is continuously poured on his face till he is nearly 
suffocated; sand is put into a nylon stocking and the stocking is 
used as a black-jack to beat the sides of the body, so that no ex- 
ternal injury would appear. Interrogation of the arrested person 
is by third degree; the person under interrogation is not allowed to 
sleep a single wink throughout the 24 hours, while the officials con- 
ducting the interrogation take it in turn; the person so interrogated 
for an extended time at last says what he is wanted to say by his 
inquisitors, and then this is taken down as a confession by the 
arrested person.”? 


Moreover, according to Nu, “in some places the ‘Clean’ AFPFL 
leaders are taken out of their homes, and then ruthlessly shot down.” 
He also complained of the requisitioning of cars by forcible order and 
of recruiting forced labor on days of “Clean” political rallies. Some- 
times “Clean” members of local governmental units were placed under 
arrest, he charged, in order to give the “Stable” party a majority in 
electing officers or in reaching a particular decision.”* 

In a scarcely veiled reference to the Ne Win government’s vigor- 
ously pursued reformism, Nu said, “In the totalitarian system, the only 
thing that is taken into account is the accomplishment or completion of 
what the dictator or dictator-group wants.” He declared: 
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As our Union of Burma is a democratic country, the power of the 
government is derived from the people. This is explicitly stated in 
the Constitution. Therefore, in this country the Government must 
exist for the people only; the people should not exist for the gov- 
ernment. The government cannot or should not by force impose on 
the people all that it wants to do. The public should be first informed 
and educated. The leaders of the people should be asked to discus- 
sions and consultations. If there are differences of opinion, compro- 
mises and concessions should be made on a give-and-take basis.?* 


The alternatives as Nu saw them were: “Firstly, the road of com- 
pliance, taking the attitude that nothing can be done in the present cir- 
cumstances. Secondly, the road of violent retaliation, taking the atti- 
tude that force must be met by force. Thirdly, the road of Non-Violent 
Struggle for Democracy.”®° The last approach involved meeting “anger 
and hostility [with] love and amicableness on our side,” the “course of 
conduct approved by the Buddha.” Some persons would participate 
in mass meetings, processions, and collective prayer-meetings. Others 
would just pray according to their own religions for the “preservation 
of democracy from threats and dangers,” while still others would go 
about doing meritorious deeds, such as “offering alms to monks,” and 
“buying up live fish from the market and letting the fish go unharmed 
back to rivers and lakes.” The mass meetings would have the effect 
of drawing public attention to oppressive actions—such as unjust ar- 
rests, torture, or killing.*® “I myself am quite resolved and am firmly 
determined in the cause of democracy to face and endure without flinch- 
ing any danger, any risk, whether it is arrest, torture, or death,” Nu 
said.?7 

The object of a campaign of passive resistance, Nu said, was to 
bring about a change of attitude on the other side. “For instance,” he 
explained, “look at the hornbills. They always stay in couples of males 
and females. If a bird hunter shoots down either of the two, the re- 
maining hornbill dives to the ground close to the dead hornbill and gives 
up its life. The bird hunter who witnesses the scene changes his mind 
and gives up his bird-hunting.’’*8 

The civil disobedience campaign did not begin, however, with Nu’s 
May Day speech, although many expected that it would. The govern- 
ment’s reaction was negative, but not oppressive (despite the arrest of 
some persons for shouting extracts from Nu’s address). At a press 
conference on May 15, Colonel Maung Maung, Chairman of the Na- 
tional Security Council, said of Nu’s speech: “He is not placed above 
the law ; at the same time, he is an ex-Prime Minister who has recently 
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lost his job, who is naturally prone to be reckless and bombastic for the 
sake of recovering his lost ego and bolstering up his supporters.’’® 

Nu would not enjoy immunity permanently, Colonel Maung Maung 
asserted ; the government would wait to see how far he would go. The 
government’s attitude toward newspapers and political leaders was de- 
scribed as tolerant ; action had not been taken against anyone for casual 
errors or sudden and impulsive outbursts. Maung Maung also reported 
that only 228 arrests had taken place so far in 1959 under section 5 of 
the Public Order Preservation Act, as compared with an annual aver- 
age of 2,449 during the first ten years of independence. Yet Nu’s par- 
ticular allegations, charges of specific acts of political persecution, were 
not directly rebutted. 

As for Nu’s intentions, he probably did not plan to lead a national 
passive resistance campaign unless the situation failed to improve or 
elections were not held. This is not to say that U Nu was not a man 
of his word. He was the only Burmese to speak out frequently and 
vigorously against the abuses of Army rule during the caretaker period. 
He came to believe that free elections would be held, however, possibly 
in advance of the official announcement. He probably would have led 
a civil disobedience campaign if he had deemed one necessary. 


During the caretaker period U Nu sought to rebuild both his politi- 
cal organization as such and the public image of his party. During the 
Nu-Tin period, the fact that Nu had won the no-confidence vote and 
was in power had attracted recruits to the “Clean” AFPFL from the 
defeated “Stable” party, but desertions from the party followed the 
transfer of power to General Ne Win. The “Stable” party, led by Ba 
Swe and Kyaw Nyein, had been weakened in the wake of the June 
1958 parliamentary showdown, but the first months of the Army gov- 
ernment seemed to provide it with an opportunity to increase its 
strength at the expense of the “Clean.” Nu also faced the problem 
of restoring public confidence in the integrity of his party. Politics 
was a worthy job, he declared again and again in the campaign for 
the 1960 elections, and men of high moral character were needed to 
“carry it out.” (Kyaw Tun and Pan Myaing, arrested for major crimes 
by the Ne Win government, would be expelled from the party—if found 
guilty—he promised. ) 

Nu also pledged “not to develop our party into a colossus which 
will dominate every aspect of life, and to prevent the growth of one- 
party rule in Burma.” The opposition should be treated with toler- 
ance, he declared: “Whatever the members of the opposition, either 


THE COMEBACK 217 


themselves or their colleagues, might have done to us in the past, we 
must not look upon them as our enemies.”*! Nu promised that the 
opposition and other interested groups would be consulted on many 
questions before policy decisions were made.*” 

“A party in a democratic society,” Nu said, “must be organized on 
strictly democratic lines and imbued fully with the democratic spirit.’** 
The “Clean” AFPFL, he declared during the election campaign, would 
“protect workers and peasants from those who exploit them for their 
own purposes’’—that is, from such satellite organizations as comprised 
the pre-split AFPFL.** However, the All-Burma Peasants Organiza- 
tion, it was announced after the elections, would not be dissolved 
(although it would not be affiliated directly with the Union Party, as 
the “Clean” AFPFL was renamed). 

U Nu not only remained a democrat during his year and a half out 
of office, but also seemed to become more aware of the subtleties of the 
democratic approach to the problem of governing—particularly in an 
underdeveloped country like Burma. The “Clean” AFPFL, he said in 
a speech at Insein on the eve of the 1960 voting, “could not establish 
democracy in Burma by itself.” If his party won the elections, he de- 
clared, “it would need the cooperation of the ‘Stable,’ and vice versa, 
since it was only through working together that the future could be 
saved for democracy.” Nu also remained a socialist, despite “Stable” 
charges to the contrary—although socialism had now become for Nu 
“the final goal, attainment of which we must strive for relentlessly.” 
He declared the “impossibility of turning Burma into a socialist state 
within a short period of time” ; even in the U.S.S.R., he stated, “where 
dictatorial methods were used, developments were far from satisfactory, 
and it would be far slower and more difficult in Burma where demo- 
cratic methods will be used for development.’’*® 


On the eve of the 1960 Burmese parliamentary vote, the veteran 
Arakanese politician U Kyaw Min stated: 


The Army is holding elections for the very same reason General 
Ne Win withdrew the Army team from the football league a couple 
of years ago; he doesn’t want the Army booed. Some of his top 
associates opposed elections, but Ne Win—wisely, I think—decided 
the Army should quit while it was still ahead. No matter how anti- 
Communist it should remain, the Army would be serving Commu- 
nist purposes if it remained in power and grew in unpopularity, 
providing the Communists with a convenient whipping boy. This 
is why the Army decided to hold elections.*” 
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There were other reasons, too. The Army had taken over the 
government because of the imminent collapse of law and order with 
the resulting threat to the country’s very existence and to the Army 
itself, stemming in part from the Communists. The Army had restored 
law and order to a major degree by September 1959, when plans for 
elections were officially announced. A number of top Army leaders did 
not wish to see U Nu returned to office, and hence Nu continued to 
suggest to General Ne Win that senior soldiers fill prominent posts in 
the government in the event of a “Clean” AFPFL victory in the elec- 
tions.** Brigadier Aung Gyi and Colonel Maung Maung in particular 
hoped that independents would hold the balance between the “Clean” 
and the “Stable” party in the new Parliament and that such indepen- 
dents would be susceptible to control by the military. The National 
Solidarity Associations were part of the same plan for influence with- 
out responsibility.*® 

Other reasons for the withdrawal from office by the Army were 
Ne Win’s belief that the military would be weakened by protracted 
neglect of its main mission, Ne Win’s lack of personal political ambi- 
tion, general support of constitutional and civilian government by most 
of the top Army leaders,*° and probably fear that U Nu would launch 
a civil disobedience campaign (which would not serve any of the Army’s 
objectives). Burma’s soldier-rulers also may have realized that they 
were becoming more like the civilian politicians they had displaced, 
slowly compromising their standards and differing among themselves* 
—the result in part of the environment of political problems and tra- 
ditions that they inherited.4? The fact that the elections were held, 
however, was a tribute both to the selflessness of the Army and to the 
effectiveness of U Nu’s opposition. 

Nu opened the campaign for the “Clean” AFPFL with a marathon 
speech inaugurating a four-day all-Burma meeting of the party’s Su- 
preme Council on September 26, 1959, at Kaba-Aye near the Peace 
Pagoda and man-made cave he had constructed for the 1954-56 Bud- 
dhist synod. The huge tent in which the meeting was held was packed 
despite the worst weather of the year’s rainy season and the fact that 
Nu and the “Clean” were still being harassed by some officials of the 
caretaker government. Nu outlined the party’s program, which in- 
cluded a promise to make Buddhism the state religion, a pledge not 
to negotiate with the insurgents, and a vow to resume the task of build- 
ing the welfare state.** 

In one of the best-received political speeches of his career, Nu de- 
clared: 
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We are at the crossroads of history, and we must today look back 
and take stock of both our successes and failures, and seek the rea- 
sons therefor. During the first decade of our independence, we have 
had many achievements of which we may be proud, but we are still 
far short of our ultimate goal of a strong and firmly based demo- 
cratic state, a level of prosperity commensurate with our natural 
wealth, and a standard of morality and discipline befitting an inde- 
pendent nation. 


The promises Nu made during the election campaign were far from 
universally approved. His pledge to consider statehood for the Araka- 
nese and the Mons was criticized by the “Stable” (and by non-parti- 
sans, too) as resembling what was alleged to have been the “divide- 
and-rule” policy of the colonial era. Nu’s vow not to negotiate with 
the rebels was contrasted with his installing the pro-Communist Presi- 
dent of the Rangoon University’s Students’ Union on the very day of 
the opening of the “Clean” All-Burma Conference. Neither of these 
issues, however—nor even the question of a state religion—compared 
in importance with dissatisfaction with Army rule or with U Nu’s per- 
sonal popularity as real factors in determining the outcome of the 
election. 

U Nu’s personality dominated the campaign ; it was literally a con- 
test between Nu on the one hand and the alleged Army-“Stable” coali- 
tion on the other. According to Nu’s close friend (and a well-known 
editor), U Ohn Khin, however, “Nu did not even want to be a candi- 
date. He wanted to be ‘the power behind the scenes,’ playing a role 
analogous to his position as AFPFL Vice President before the assassi- 
nation of Aung San.” 

Ohn Khin has said: 


We convinced Nu that we could not win without him. In the pub- 
lic’s eye, we told him, he would be less a part of the campaign if he 
were not a candidate himself. He asked me, for example, three times 
if I did not think it better if he did not run for office. The idea of 
making the campaign one of personalities from our side—which it 
definitely was—was the idea of our “brain trust.” Nu did not care 
much for it.** 


Convinced that he should run for the Parliament, Nu decided to 
contest U Ba Swe’s seat personally, Thakin Tin having already offered 
to oppose U Kyaw Nyein. “We thought this a little too risky,” Dr. E 
Maung has said. “There was at least the limited possibility that he 
might get beaten. So I offered to stand against Ba Swe, and finally [Nu] 
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acquiesced.”’*° E Maung denied the opposition’s claim that Nu set Tin 
and himself up for certain defeat ; he also stated that some of the other 
“Clean” political leaders—Bo Min Gaung, U Win, U Ohn, Thakin 
Kyaw Tun, Thakin Pan Myaing, Bo Tin Maung Gyi, and Daw Khin 
Kyi—offered not to stand for election in order to work to strengthen 
the party.*® 

Describing the character of the campaign then in progress, U Nu 
declared in a speech at Insein on January 18, 1960: 


The whole country is aware of the mistakes committed by the 
“Stable.” Their first mistake was to believe they can frighten the 
masses into support by threats, that they can disperse the “Clean” 
leaders by the same method. They have intimidated those who are 
not scared by threats in the belief that they will not be able to stand 
up to intimidation, and this is their second big mistake. They also 
believed that they can win with mass support through all forms of 
bribery, and this is their third big mistake. 

Whenever the “Stable?” committed these errors—whether in 
town or in the country—the people veered round to support the 
“Clean.” The result of these errors was to create support for the 
“Clean’’—it was almost as if they were acting as our organizers! 
This has been so evident that one can hear all over the country given 
in jest to us: “Why bother yourselves? The “Stable” are doing it 
for you” 


The “Stable” charge of corruption in the ranks of the “Clean”— 
of which Nu was fully aware, his opponents alleged—failed to impress 
the voters. As a veteran foreign diplomat observed, “The jailing of the 
likes of Kyaw Tun and Pan Myaing actually helped Nu: It conveni- 
ently got them out of the way for him.’’** 

Nu’s appeal to his countrymen as a long-time nationalist and an out- 
spoken critic of the Ne Win government was matched by the over- 
whelming attraction of the public image of Nu as a holy man—one on 
the way to becoming a Buddha, some believed. This was probably even 
more important than Nu’s promise to introduce legislation in the first 
parliamentary session after the election, if possible, to make Buddhism 
the official faith of the land. Since partisan exploitation of religion 
was specifically prohibited by the Burmese constitution, the “Clean” 
AFPFL did not include the state religion question as part of its for- 
mal platform. But Nu assured his countrymen that the party would 
implement the promise despite this fact.*® 

The “Stable” AFPFL charge that U Nu raised the religious issue 
only to garner votes was probably untrue. Although Nu undoubtedly 
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realized that his stand would increase his popular support, he had been 
pressing for making Buddhism the state religion, apparently sincerely, 
since 1956, when he stated at the conclusion of the Sixth Great Bud- 
dhist Synod that he had a “burning desire” to do so. He would “‘care- 
fully, conscientiously and above all justly make Buddhism the state re- 
ligion,” he said, as soon as there was no longer a danger of disunity 
stemming from non-Buddhist opposition to such a move. Two years 
later, at the national consultative conference of July 1958 (during the 
Nu-Tin period), Nu again stated that as soon as all “possible grounds 
for breeding fear and misunderstanding’ were removed, “the way 
should be open for the declaration of Buddhism as a state religion.’’®* 

Nu also urged his fellow “Clean” politicians to be good Buddhists— 
indeed, to become thawtarpans, who never degenerate into lower beings 
and who could even, after seven more lives at most, attain nirvana.*? 
And he entered a monastery for six weeks in October 1959—three 
months before the election. The image—and the man—were unbeat- 
able. 


As the Ne Win caretaker period progressed, it became clear that 
Burma’s military rulers lacked genuine political affection for either 
group of civilian politicians—who had so misgoverned the country for 
a decade in their eyes. The military was not pro-“Stable,” as some have 
claimed. The Ne Win government, indeed, inquired into some of the 
undertakings of the Industrial Development Corporation, of which U 
Kyaw Nyein of the “Stable” formerly had served as Chairman. But 
there was a limit to how many civilian politicians the caretaker admin- 
istration could discredit if it intended to give up office at an early date. 
Accordingly, the Army favored the “Stable’’—not because it regarded 
that faction with real respect, but because it was the lesser of two evils. 
The “Clean” AFPFL was ridden with pro-Communist elements, the 
military leaders seemed to believe, and it was under a government 
headed by U Nu that the security situation had so rapidly deteriorated 
in September 1958. U Ba Swe, by contrast with U Kyaw Nyein, en- 
joyed personal popularity with the soldiers, stemming from his past 
cooperation with the military leaders as Minister of Defense. 

The “Stable” AFPFL, unaware of the degree of popular dissatis- 
faction with the military government until it was too late, unwisely 
decided to cooperate with Premier General Ne Win and the colonels.*? 
U Nu’s offer of key portfolios to soldiers in any future government that 
he might head is evidence that he considered the same opportunistic 
course, but Ne Win would not aid the man he had dislodged from 
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power, whom he blamed for many of Burma’s problems. Army backing 
seemed to help the “Stable” at first, but it ultimately proved to be a 
veritable “kiss of death” politically. The “Stable,” moreover, led by 
some of Burma’s most competent politicians and alleged to be much 
better organized than the harassed “Clean” party, seemed to fail alto- 
gether to communicate with, and to mobilize, the masses. The “Stable” 
leaders took U Nu far less seriously than the Army, and their initial 
approach to the campaign for the 1960 elections suggested overconfi- 
dence. It was Nu’s party that chose the issues, which ranged from 
charges of “fascism” (directed against both the Army and, by implica- 
tion, the cooperative Swe-Nyein group) to state religion and statehood 
for the Arakanese and the Mons. The “Stable” AFPFL offered a 
more consistent and sophisticated platform, but it was never made un- 
derstandable to the voters. Moreover, the Swe-Nyein faction employed 
more effort in countering Nu’s promises than in propagandizing its 
own. 

The municipal elections of November and December 1959, in which 
popular support for U Nu and his party was clearly demonstrated, re- 
sulted in changes of both policy and pace on the part of the “Stable” 
AFPFL. But the changes were too late and too swift. The promise 
of “Stable” leader U Ba Swe that he would send the colonels back to 
the barracks, if elected, was popularly interpreted as a bribe spoken by 
a man who feared defeat. The attempt by Ba Swe and particularly by 
Kyaw Nyein to imitate Nu’s religious behavior—observing the sab- 
bath, offering almsfood to the monks, and such—did not accord with the 
past behavior of the two leaders. Nor were the last-minute efforts of 
the “Stable” politicians to put their much-vaunted organization to work 
sufficient to stem the tide of victory for Nu. 


The elections of February 6, 1960, were both free and fair. And, 
when the votes were finally tallied, the “Clean” AFPFL and its allies 
in the states—the Shan States United Hill People’s Organization, the 
People’s Economic and Cultural Development Organization (Kachin), 
the Chin National Organization, and the Kayah National United 
League—had swept to a majority of more than two-thirds in the Cham- 
ber of Deputies. The two leaders of the “Stable” party, U Ba Swe and 
U Kyaw Nyein, had been defeated. Dr. E Maung had beaten the one, 
and Thakin Tin the other (his archfoe, Kyaw Nyein). Most of the 
other top leaders of the “Stable” also were defeated, leaving the party 
virtually leaderless as well as short-numbered in the Parliament; the 
Swe-Nyein party and its allies among the minorities won only 45 seats. 
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The pro-Communist National Unity Front won only three seats as 
compared with 47 in 1956. The dimensions of the victory were over- 
whelming : nearly three out of four of Rangoon’s voters, for example, 
had voted for Nu’s party. However, these very results were somewhat 
embarrassing in the light of Nu’s prior declaration that one-party su- 
premacy had led to misgovernment in the past. Moreover, the con- 
sultations with the opposition that Nu had promised in the campaign 
would be difficult without significant parliamentary representation for 
his opponents. 

The victory was a personal triumph for Nu—personal in the sense 
that the voters had endorsed the “Clean” party because it was his party, 
and also because it had been a hard, uphill fight. “Each day U Nu is 
out of power,” I was told again and again in Rangoon in June 1959, 
“the further removed he is from office.” Yet those who said this failed 
to take into consideration two important factors: the public image of 
Nu as semi-divine, and the traditional enmity of the Burmese toward 
government. The five chief evils of mankind, according to historic Bur- 
mese belief, are water, fire, the thief, the ill-wisher, and government. 
The Ne Win government—which, paradoxically, gave Burma the best 
government it had known since (and possibly before) independence— 
was regarded by the masses as such an evil. Its reforms had been too 
much for most Burmese to accept—particularly when carried out, as 
they frequently were, in an unnecessarily bullying way. 

The triumph of his party gave Nu—as undisputed “Clean” leader— 
a far more solid political base than he had known in the ten years of 
the united AFPFL or the precarious three and a half months of the ill- 
fated Nu-Tin government.** Nu, who had wanted to renounce politics 
at the war’s end (and had voiced this sentiment repeatedly in subse- 
quent years), found himself with the most obvious—and most vigorous 
—public mandate a Burmese leader had ever possessed. The Army, 
moreover, which had not wanted his return, was apparently willing to 
acquiesce in his resuming the Premiership. It was, indeed, a triumph 
for Nu and his party—and for the principle of freely chosen govern- 
ment in Burma. 


EIGHTEEN 


at 


A SECOND CHANCE 


WueN U Nu became Premier again on April 4, 1960, Burma was 
faced with “16,000 problems,” he subsequently stated,t but her ma- 
chinery for meeting them he compared to a broken-down jeep without 
tires or even the essential parts of the engine. “I can’t drive this affair 
at 160 miles an hour,” he declared.? Yet Nu continued to speak of the 
future in terms of a greatly—and quickly—improved standard of living. 
In mid-1961, the government announced a 16-year plan that would 
quadruple Burma’s national income and advance the economy to the 
“take-off” level by 1978.8 The promises continued to be at variance 
with reality, however, as reflected, for example, in the steady rise in 
prices, which amounted to more than 10 per cent in the first year and 
a half of Nu’s new government.* Nu told a press conference in mid- 
1961 that the high cost of fish would encourage the people to stop eating 
it’—a highly meritorious thing from a Buddhist point of view. 

Burma’s pressing economic problems were not accorded priority 
treatment by the Nu government, which was occupied primarily with 
the state religion question during its first year and a half in office, and 
with minorities difficulties subsequently. The passage of the Consti- 
tution (Third Amendment) Act, 1961, by both houses of the Parlia- 
ment in a joint sitting on August 26 fulfilled U Nu’s promise to make 
Buddhism the state religion.’ It also proved to be the prelude to the 
bloodiest demonstration of religious intolerance post-colonial Burma 
had experienced. Paradoxically, there might have been even more vio- 
lence if Nu had not honored his pledge. Once the promise had been 
made, it had to be kept. 

The threat of bloodshed had been raised in connection with the re- 
ligious issue during the 1960 parliamentary budget session, and Nu had 
replied: “I am not a man of violence, and therefore I cannot match the 
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threat to kill anyone or let anyone’s blood, but I am determined to bring 
in State Religion, even if I have to die in the attempt.”® Nu told the 
Chamber of Deputies in August 1961 that there were three reasons why 
he had taken such a strong stand on this issue: his own “overpowering 
desire” to perform this “great deed of merit,” his belief that most of 
his countrymen shared his feelings, and a fear that failure to make Bud- 
dhism the official faith would feed religious fanaticism.® Nu’s strict 
enforcement of party discipline in his Union Party, as the “Clean” 
AFPEL had been renamed, in the vote on the amendment was an indi- 
cation of the intensity of his feelings on the subject.’° 

The National Religious Minorities Alliance, formed to represent 
the interests of Burma’s three million non-Buddhists, acted with re- 
straint—but this was not true of all opponents of the amendment. Ka- 
chins, for example, stoned an official investigating commission. Police 
aircraft dropped leaflets over Rangoon before the vote on the amend- 
ment, warning of harsh action if non-Buddhists provoked violence over 
a state religion. On the day of the vote, armored vehicles surrounded 
the governmental compound of which the parliamentary buildings were 
a part. There was no violence. 

Burma’s Army, which had so recently relinquished control of the 
governmental machinery, also opposed making Buddhism the official 
religion of the whole country, urging Nu to limit the state religion to 
Burma proper. There was even talk in some military quarters of a 
new Army takeover if the divisiveness occasioned by the issue affected 
the unity and discipline of the Armed Forces.” 

“Tf the Government encourages religion,” U Nu told the Chamber 
of Deputies on August 17, “the people in the country too will encourage 
and support religion.”!? To the Chamber of Deputies on August 23, he 
said: “If the Government provides for the welfare of the people in 
such matters as education, health and economic prosperity in the short 
span of life in this existence, it should provide for their welfare in the 
inestimably long future existences.” But he also warned that “laws 
alone cannot prevent the fears of non-Buddhists from materializing. 
It is necessary for the hundreds of thousands of Buddhists to attain 
the right view and to restrain themselves in speech, act and thought 
in all matters which concern non-Buddhists.”’* 

In September, Nu moved to establish new legal safeguards for non- 
Buddhists in the form of the Constitution (Fourth Amendment) Act, 
1961, despite the fact that the Burmese constitution already protected 
the rights of believers in any religion to practice their faith.1* Ex- 
tremists among the clergy objected to the amendment, and on Sep- 
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tember 17, approximately 100 yellow-robed monks besieged the Pre- 
mier’s residence in protest. In a radio broadcast, Nu explained that 
the second constitutional amendment was not a religious action, but 
one aimed at preventing bloodshed, civil war, disintegration, and loss 
of independence. He declared that he would resign if the amendment 
were defeated, and threatened to expel from the party any Union Party 
M.P. who voted against it.1° Although the amendment passed both 
houses of the Parliament by a unanimous vote on September 25, some 
500 Buddhist monks picketed the parliamentary building, which was 
protected by 2,000 policemen armed with bayonets and automatic 
weapons. 

Although it has been claimed that the amendment establishing Bud- 
dhism as the state religion made little or no difference in view of the 
already recognized special position of the faith in the constitution, it 
did have the effect of stimulating at least some pongyis into political 
action and leading to bloody intercommunal as well as religious rioting. 
There have probably been about 100,000 monks in Burma at any one 
time in recent years, some of whom have merely taken their vows tem- 
porarily.7® Although most monks have generally not been politically 
inclined, the more militant younger pongyis have been—and it was 
these who led the November 14, 1961, riots in the Rangoon suburb of 
Okkalapa, which resulted in four deaths and the arrest of 279 persons, 
including 92 monks. The pongyis were demonstrating against the gov- 
ernment’s decision to allow the construction of additional mosques at 
Okkalapa, and the lynching of two Moslems by a mob led by monks 
was the shameful highlight of the disturbances. Nu himself was rudely 
denounced over loudspeakers controlled by the rioters. Subsquently 
1,500 monks demonstrated against the detention of the arrested per- 
sons, and Nu was accused of being a bogus Buddhist and urged to 
resign. 


Ethnic unity in Burma following U Nu’s return to office was still 
an unattained goal. The dissatisfaction of the minorities with domina- 
tion by the largely Burman-controlled central government produced 
talk of state legislatures and even of militia.” The Shan insurrection 
was the most obvious sign of the growing discontent of the ethnic 
minorities. A conference of minority peoples held at Taunggyi in June 
1961 passed resolutions endorsing a proposal by Shan leaders of a 
more genuinely federal form of government.1® The Shan insistence on 
changes in Burma’s governing arrangements, particularly endorsed by 
some Kayah leaders, was probably stimulated partly by the general 
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anticipation of a rearrangement of the curious semi-federal constitu- 
tional structure of Burmese government. U Nu had promised both 
the Arakanese and the Mons their own states within the Union, if a 
majority of these ethnic minorities wanted them, in order to broaden 
his political backing in the critical middle months of 1958, and had re- 
iterated the pledge for the same purpose in the campaign for the 1960 
elections. Arakanese and Mon leaders demanded the fulfillment of these 
promises after Nu’s return to power, and, like the state religion issue, 
the questions of how many states to create and what powers they should 
be given produced more discontent than satisfaction. Both the state re- 
ligion question and the minorities question had been settled constitu- 
tionally in 1947, before independence, although they were raised again 
from time to time. Further airing of the different aspects of both 
problems in 1960-62 seriously disturbed what political tranquility the 
troubled Union of Burma had, and for this U Nu must bear a major 
part of the blame. 

Nu sought to be as democratic as he could in dealing with the de- 
mands of the minorities, but he would not be forced into concessions. 
Some of the minorities, however, or factions of them, employed force. 
The small-scale insurrection of the Kachins, who were largely non- 
Buddhists, was inspired in part by the state religion issue. The Karens 
continued their rebellion, driven apparently in desperation to join forces 
with the Communist rebels.1® The threat of Shan insurgence continued 
to grow, the number of Shan rebels increasing from 800 in 1959 to 
3,000 in 1961.2° These rebels allied themselves with the Karens??— 
despite Nu’s willingness to meet with the Shan State Council on the 
subject of federalism and to appoint a committee to study the question. 
Security conditions were clearly deteriorating, and a year after the 
transition from military to civilian rule the government was forced to 
establish local law and order councils, reviving, in effect, the security 
councils that had operated so well in coordinating civilian and military 
action against the insurgents during the previous Ne Win regime. At 
the end of 1961, Nu admitted that rebels controlled one-tenth of the 
country.”” 

The numbers of the once-formidable Communist insurrectionists 
were small,* however, and the rebels, led by Than Tun, were located 
in generally remote areas. Nu continued to refuse to negotiate with 


* According to Colonel Than Sein of the War Office, the various insurgent 
groups in March 1961 included 1,610 “White Flag” and 690 “Red Flag” Com- 
munists, 4,100 Karens, 2,850 Shans, 400 Mujahids, 50 Mons, and 50 Kayahs. (The 
Nation, Apr. 1, 1961). 
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the Communists and the other insurgents because negotiating would 
make a kind of sport of rebellion, with insurgents gaining power if 
they succeeded and suffering no ill consequences if they did not. Than 
Tun, nonetheless, wrote Nu in January 1961, his first such letter in 
more than two years, declaring that he would not surrender under the 
amnesty offer the government had made the previous August. 


Concern with both the political and the constitutional aspects of 
the state religion issue and the minorities issue accounted in part for 
the limited attention U Nu’s government accorded economic problems 
during its first year and a half in office. On April 5, 1960, in his first 
speech to the Parliament as Premier again, Nu promised that state 
participation in the economy would be limited, and pledged that no 
existing private enterprise would be nationalized during his four-year 
term of office. He also endorsed Burmanization of trade and industry 
as far as possible, and the operation of import agencies was in fact 
legally restricted to Burmese nationals. The new Four-Year Plan, slow 
in making its appearance, confirmed the Nu government’s announced 
decision not to stress new state economic enterprises ; the emphasis of 
the plan was on consolidating and rationalizing public projects already 
in being.?* An average annual gross capital investment of more than 
$230 million was anticipated. Over half of this amount, which was 
more than double the past actual investment and hence was probably 
too high, was to come from the private sector. Public-sector investment 
was to increase 154 per cent over the previous Four-Year Plan for 
social services, 49 per cent for agriculture and industry, and 56 per 
cent for transportation and communications. In addition, an Industrial 
Development Bank was established in late 1961, and foreign invest- 
ment legislation was liberalized, but the effects of these developments 
were not to be felt during U Nu’s second premiership. 

The economic problem that attracted greatest attention, and for 
which the government was most criticized, was the rising cost of living. 
Nu established prahita (selfless service) shops to sell consumer goods 
at low prices, and he set up a price-lowering committee—but prices 
continued to spiral upward. Some of the government’s policies seemed 
to have effects opposite from those generally desired ; increases in cus- 
toms duties and the sales tax in 1961, for example, doubled the cost of 
many foodstuffs. 

The economic record of the previous Army caretaker regime and 
a fear of military domination of the economy were factors in the gov- 
ernment’s establishment of the Burma Economic Development Corpo- 
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ration in 1961. The purpose of this organization was to take over most 
of the businesses operated by the Defense Services Institute. The 
D.S.I. was Burma’s most important economic operation, a holding 
company run by the Army. Nu’s problem was to obtain the benefits 
of its experience and demonstrated competence without Army control 
of the economy. Chaired by Brigadier Aung Gyi, the board of direc- 
tors of the Burma Economic Development Corporation included three 
other officers and three civilians, including the Secretary of the Defense 
Ministry. In December 1961, Nu proposed creating a second Eco- 
nomic Development Corporation staffed by members of the Burmese 
civil service, which suggested that he might be moving gradually to 
reduce the Army’s influence over the economy. 


The “16,000 problems” of which U Nu spoke would take over 20 
years to solve, he claimed.** Political unity and a strong national civil 
service were necessary in order to begin to solve them effectively. If 
such unity could not be created and if “successive governments set 
aside the program of the previous government to devise new ones, the 
finances of the Union will not long be able to withstand the successive 
changes,” Nu told the Parliament. A National Planning Committee 
under the chairmanship of Finance and Planning Minister Thakin Tin 
of Nu’s Union Party was subsequently formed, with three representa- 
tives each from the Union Party, the Ba Swe-Kyaw Nyein AFPFL, 
and the pro-Communist National Unity Front (and one from the Ara- 
kanese National United Organization), as well as a number of others 
drawn from the states, the civil service, the armed forces, and the pro- 
fessions. 

To the civil servants Nu appealed for loyalty to the government, 
not the ruling party, promising that his administration would not treat 
them in a partisan way and that they would be rewarded according to 
the merit principle. He also appointed an inquiry committee, headed 
by Supreme Court Justice U Chan Htoon Aung and Chief Secretary 
U Shwe Mra, which was to examine public-service conditions in Euro- 
pean countries and to make recommendations for improvements in 
Burma. The commission made its report in 1961,?° and on the basis 
of the report, Nu strongly endorsed a constitutional amendment spe- 
cifically protecting the rights of civil servants (despite the opposition 
of the other parties in the Parliament, the Army, the junior ranks of 
the civil service, and even some members of his own Union Party). 
The Premier explained that the matter had become “an obsession with 
miea 


230 END OF AN ERA 


Nu also realized that Burma’s development as a viable state de- 
pended on the establishment of better conditions of law and order than 
had existed under his previous governments.” He sought to stabilize 
the security situation, in part by absorbing special police reserves into 
the regular Union Military Police, and he initially abolished the local 
security councils, which had served to coordinate civilian and military 
anti-insurgent efforts in the past but which had been misused in some 
instances for political reasons. The need for greater coordination of 
security efforts, however, became increasingly and painfully clear with 
the Karen derailment of the Rangoon-Mandalay express train on 
March 26, 1961, in which 17 persons were killed, about 100 wounded, 
and another 80 taken hostage. The train incident was followed by a 
marked increase in the number of Karen raids in lower Burma, which 
created such fear in Insein, only ten miles from Rangoon, that there 
was a sizable exodus of inhabitants to the capital. On April 10 it was 
announced that law and order councils, similar to the former security 
councils, would be formed in certain divisions and districts. Nu, as 
Home Minister, served as chairman of a coordinating central council. 

In February 1961, anti-American riots organized by the Rangoon 
University Students’ Union broke out in Rangoon following the dis- 
closure that Nationalist China was continuing to supply the Kuomin- 
tang irregulars in Burma with arms and ammunition made in the United 
States. On this occasion Nu spoke out more strongly than ever before 
about what he termed “mobocracy.” “A cult has grown up in our 
country whereby a few persons with grievances, real or imaginary, .. . 
collect a crowd, demonstrate, throw stones or set motor cars on fire,” 
he stated. “If it is allowed to flourish, Burma will disintegrate.’?® 
Such mob violence, he promised, would be suppressed as far as the 
law allowed. Nu clearly was aware of the problems posed both by the 
insurgents and by mob action; the question was whether he could, or 
would, do anything about them. 

One important factor in what has been called Burma’s “government 
by inaction” was the reliance of the country’s political leaders on an 
unnecessarily large number of committees. During Nu’s second 
Premiership the situation grew even worse. Among the numerous 
committees created were the Union Party Steering Committee and 
the Advisory Committee of elder statesmen. The former comprised 
four Cabinet members, including Nu, and seven members of the Union 
Party E.C., and was designed to advise the government on both policy 
and administration; the latter, composed of three former judges and 
two former ministers, was supposed to advise on legal and constitu- 
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tional questions. The elder statesmen were given the thorny political 
chore of examining the demand of Arakanese and Mon leaders for 
statehood. There were also committees dealing with state religion, 
constitutional revision, promotion of parliamentary democracy, lower- 
ing of prices, and practically every other political, economic, social, and 
administrative question with which the government was concerned. 
In addition, there were committees within the Cabinet dealing with the 
“administration and stabilization of democracy,” foreign affairs, eco- 
nomic planning, and social welfare. The government also proposed 
having two Cabinets, one for national questions and the other for 
questions involving the states. The Swe-Nyein AFPFL parliamentary 
opposition attacked the Advisory Committee of elder statesmen in 
particular, but encouraged the creation of parliamentary committees, 
which were conspicuously absent from the otherwise committee-ridden 
Burmese government. 

Yet all roads still seemed ultimately to lead to U Nu. The Burma 
Economic Development Corporation, for example, was directly respon- 
sible to him. Nevertheless he found it possible to withdraw completely 
from his public responsibilities from time to time, just as he had in the 
past: In May 1961 he went into meditation at Mount Popa for no less 
than 45 days! 


Nu’s chief political objective after his return to office was probably 
to prevent the kind of split that had earlier plunged Burma into military 
rule—and China, Laos, and other lands into even worse fates. Nu 
promised his defeated AF PFL opponents that they would be accorded 
full democratic rights and that he would consult them on important 
issues, and he kept both promises. A six-point agreement on the use 
of governmental facilities and authority by the party in power was 
signed on March 11, 1961. It included a number of reforms that Nu 
had already put into practice. Nu’s policy was one of “forgive and 
forget,” but supporters of both parties in the districts and villages were 
slow to follow their leaders. 

The restraint Nu showed in his relations with the AFPFL was 
evident also in his attitude toward those Army officers and civil serv- 
ants who had misused their positions to work against him in the cam- 
paign for the February 1960 elections.?® However, after his return to 
power Nu held the Defense portfolio—presumably as a precaution. 
Some senior officers in the Army were far less compromising than Nu 
in their suggestion that it might be necessary to restore military rule.*° 
The political divisiveness of this suggestion, plus other differences of 
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opinion among General Ne Win’s immediate subordinates,’ led Ne 
Win to insist on the resignation of the officers involved.*? Brigadier 
Maung Maung, one of the chief figures in the September 1958 coup 
d'état, and Brigadier Aung Shwe, who headed the important Southern 
Command, were assigned to ambassadorial posts abroad, while five 
senior colonels were made military attachés and another five announced 
that they were going into business or politics.’ The 1961 resignations 
by no means ended the military threat to Nu’s continuing in office, par- 
ticularly since the National Solidarity Associations, set up by the sol- 
diers as a check on the returning civilian politicians, were inconse- 
quential politically less than six months after Nu’s return to office— 
although they probably could not have prevented the situations that 
appeared to alarm the Army in late 1961 and early 1962 anyway. 

Nu remained as President when the “Clean” AFPFL was renamed 
the Union Party in 1960, but announced that he intended to become 
an ordinary member although he would remain as Premier. This step 
was in keeping with his frequently expressed view that one person 
should not hold both a top governmental and a top party post and with 
his hope to develop a party that was not dependent on his leadership 
and popular appeal. The difficulties of Nu’s task were heightened by 
the heterogeneous character of his party; it was no longer a federation 
of mass organizations, but it was still clearly a coalition of diverse and 
unreconciled personalities and interests. Its commanding majority in 
the Parliament, moreover, limited the need for unity, and led to Nu’s 
public admission that the numerical strength of the Union Party was 
“somewhat of a headache to me.’’** 

Three groups, two of them formally allied, comprised the Union 
Party: the Thakins, the Bo’s, and the U’s. The Thakins, who took 
their name from the Dobama Asiayone of the 1930’s, were the profes- 
sional politicians and the least educated faction of the party. The Bo’s 
were some of the political survivors of the “Thirty Comrades” and 
those who had subsequently associated themselves with the onetime 
resistance fighters and their heirs. The U’s included most of the pro- 
fessional persons among the top party leaders, and were, on the whole, 
the most administratively experienced element. Each group claimed to 
be superior to the others in political competence, patriotism, education, 
and other factors. 

The U’s and the Bo’s joined forces, so that there were really only 
two factions: the Thakins and the U-Bo’s. Among the Thakins were 
Tin, Kyaw Tun, Pan Myaing, Tin Maung, San Way, and Chan Tun 
(and Bo Tin Maung Gyi), largely the “uneducated Socialists” who 
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had played a major role in the AFPFL split of 1958. The U-Bo group 
included Win, Min Gaung, Hmu Aung, Hmu Bala, Chan Tha, Zin 
Yaw, Ye Gaung Nyunt, Myint Swe, Tin Kyi, Ba Tin, Chit Pe, and 
Tin U. U Raschid and U Thwin backed the U-Bo’s, but the oppor- 
tunistic Dr. E Maung and U Ba Saw tried to straddle the fence between 
the two factions. Both groups wanted U Nu to be “Party Leader,” a 
position that Nu had conceived as one from which he might maintain 
control of (while not really leading) the party. The Thakins and the 
U-Bo’s each had their own candidates for party President and Secre- 
tary, however. The Thakins proposed Tin and Kyaw Tun, and the 
U-Bo’s, U Win or Bo Hmu Aung, and Bo Min Gaung.’ Rivalry be- 
tween the two factions became intense, particularly in the districts— 
even less than a year after the smashing “Clean” AFPFL election 
victory—and Nu had to visit Mandalay, Moulmein, Prome, and other 
places to seek to contain the competition. 

U Nu’s call in late 1960 for an all-party conference to select a 
“Leader,” the growing realization within the top party ranks that he 
would not stand for the post himself, and his specific declaration on 
December 20 that he would not, heightened competition between the 
rival Union Party factions. Thakin Tin and Bo Hmu Aung each sug- 
gested that the other should assume the post of “Party Leader” (neither 
presumably wanted to appear to be seeking to succeed Nu, even in a 
job that he was now voluntarily leaving, probably in part to avoid pro- 
voking his jealousy). Like Nu, Tin even declared his intention to re- 
main an ordinary member of the party. This declaration followed his 
resignation as President of the All-Burma Peasants Organization in 
November 1960, which indicated that he had been asked by U Nu to 
take charge of the Union Party.*® The U-Bo’s opposed Tin’s directing 
the party, further increasing tensions within the ruling group. 

Nu declared publicly that he would not side with either faction, but 
whether he fulfilled this promise is open to question. In a manner that 
recalled the spirit, if not the specific events, of the first four months of 
1958, each faction revealed fears that Nu really wanted its rival to win 
the struggle for power. Be this as it may, on March 14, 1961, U Nu 
shook his political associates by submitting his resignation as President 
of the Union Party. Because of Nu’s great national popularity, the 
29-man Executive Committee of the party had no choice but to resign 
en bloc and let Nu choose his own executive to serve for a year until 
an all-Burma conference of the party could be held. During this period 
Nu was to attempt to reorganize the party, a task he had not been able 
to perform in 1956 for the pre-split AFPFL. To Thakin Tin, who had 
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remained at his side in the troubled times of 1956-60, Nu offered the 
position of party Secretary, but Tin said that he could not accept it in 
clear conscience, meaning that he could not take the post away from 
his ally Thakin Kyaw Tun (even if Kyaw Tun were going to lose it 
anyway). Nu downgraded the job, called it “Organizing Secretary,” 
and assigned it to his reliable confidant U Ohn. He also formed a three- 
man temporary E.C. comprising himself (as party President), U Ohn 
(as Organizing Secretary), and Chin Affairs Minister U Zahre Lian 
(as Treasurer), and a four-man Consultative Committee composed of 
Thakin Tin (of the Thakin faction), Bo Hmu Aung (of the U-Bo’s), 
and the neutrals Dr. E Maung and Kachin Minister Sama Duwa Sinwa 
Nawng. The members of both groups together comprised a third com- 
mittee, which was to supervise all future party elections—village, town- 
ship, and district. In addition, a six-man committee representing 
equally the Caretaker E.C. and the Thakin and U-Bo factions of the 
old E.C. was set up to devise a plan for party reorganization. 

Nu apparently reluctantly undertook to form a three-man “‘care- 
taker” E.C. He wanted to couple this action with the announcement 
that he would retire from politics altogether at the end of the period 
for which his government was elected (i.e., in 1964), but the Cabinet 
and the three-man Advisory Committee of elder statesmen at first dis- 
suaded him from doing so.** Bo Hmu Aung, one of the two Vice Presi- 
dents of the Union Party, publicly stated that Nu intended to retire 
from political life in 1964, however,** and Nu himself confirmed his 
decision (long rumored and much discussed in top Union Party circles) 
at a press conference March 20.3 His plan was to step down as head 
of his party at the All-Burma Union Party Conference scheduled for 
early 1962. In public remarks in late 1961 Nu reconfirmed his intention 
to “quit politics” altogether in 1964 “to go to India to propagate the 
Buddhist faith.’’*° 


Upon his return to office, Nu accorded highest priority to the con- 
summation of the border settlement that the Ne Win government had 
reached with Communist China. A treaty implementing the Ne Win- 
Chou En-lai Agreement in detail was signed by Premiers Nu and Chou 
in Peiping on October 1, 1960 (at the astrologically propitious hour of 
5:50 p.M.), and Chou visited Rangoon in January 1961 for the exchange 
of ratifications. The January meeting between the two leaders was also 
the occasion for the announcement that China had awarded an $84 mil- 
lion interest-free loan to Burma (to be paid off in ten equal installments 
starting ten years later) and that Nu had bestowed upon Chou a newly 
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created title, personally chosen by Nu himself and the highest in the 
land: Supreme Upholder of the Glory of Great Love. In October 1961, 
Nu and Chou signed yet another document, a protocol to the original 
boundary agreement, indicating that a joint boundary committee had 
“successfully completed the task of surveying boundary lines between 
the two countries” and had erected markers to demarcate the border.** 
In addition to the border agreement and the 20-year loan, China also 
agreed to purchase some 350,000 tons of Burmese rice in 1961 at a 
price well above that of the prevailing market, but U Nu vigorously 
denied that Burma was forsaking its neutralist ways.*? Imports from 
China rose by more than 60 per cent in 1960. 

Premiers Nu and Chou En-lai met again in Yunnan during Nu’s 
“holiday” in that Chinese province in April 1961, and the two leaders 
agreed in a joint communiqué to cooperate against the threat posed to 
both their states by the presence of Chinese Nationalist irregulars on 
Burmese soil. Nu explained in a subsequent press conference that 
what was envisaged was the sharing of intelligence on the problem, and 
discussions when necessary—the same kind of cooperation, he said, that 
had been taking place regularly between Burma and Thailand.** Chi- 
nese Communist troops, however, began crossing again into Burma in 
the northern Kengtung area in late 1960 (despite government denials 
at first). A military spokesman termed their numbers “insignificant,” 
but reports placed the figure as high as 5,000, and it was by no means 
clear that they were on Burmese soil by prearrangement with the Ran- 
goon government.*® The Chinese subsequently departed,*’ but their 
entry surely left its imprint on Nu’s mind. 

The border agreement, the aid pact, and Nu’s suggestions to Chou 
En-lai in Yunnan in April 1961 that Burma could be an overland outlet 
for the products of that part of China*® reflected Burma’s fear of future 
aggressive moves by the Chinese. The Sino-Burmese agreement to 
consult on the problem of Kuomintang irregulars in Burma was made 
at a time when the government had said that there were only 600 of 
the Nationalist Chinese marauders left in the country, the lowest num- 
ber in a decade of struggle against them.* 

Concluding the border pact with the Chinese had repercussions for 
Burma’s usually cordial relations with India. In view of the strong 
feeling in India that China had illegally occupied Indian territory, there 
was obvious irritation with U Nu’s holding up the Sino-Burmese fron- 
tier treaty as a model for settling the dispute between the Indians and 
the Chinese.®® Of more immediate concern to the Indian government 
was the map attached to the Sino-Burmese treaty, which showed the 
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frontier separating Burma and China ending where China (but not 
India) claimed the Sino-Indian border started. There were also re- 
ports in the Indian press that Burma and China would jointly build a 
highway that would join a road the Chinese had been building in what 
India considered its territory. Nu, anticipating a negative reaction 
from Indian Premier Nehru, went to New Delhi to explain the situ- 
ation—but was unsuccessful in placating Nehru.®*! It was reported that 
he also sought to mediate the India-China border dispute, but Nu em- 
phatically denied this.*? Nehru told his Parliament in early 1961 that 
his government could not recognize “erroneous depictions of tri-junc- 
tions” in the map attached to the Sino-Burmese treaty because these 
had adverse implications for the territorial integrity of India." Nu 
subsequently told Nehru, who protested officially to both Burma and 
China,’* that the Burmese did not accept the map as binding.” 

Burma’s concern over China’s intentions, combined with its con- 
tinued indignation over foreign support of alien military activity on 
its soil, underlay the renewed strain on Burmese-American relations 
over the problem of the Kuomintang irregulars. The Burmese Army’s 
capture of Mong Pa-liao airfield in February 1961, which resulted in 
the discovery of arms and supplies bearing American foreign-aid mark- 
ings, and the subsequent death of a Burmese Air Force lieutenant in 
an aerial duel with an unidentified transport aircraft were followed 
by anti-United States rioting in Rangoon, where two persons were 
killed and 50 wounded, and in Mandalay. Burma’s response to the 
growing evidence of renewed Nationalist Chinese “aggression” was 
to cable the United Nations Secretary-General urging the cessation of 
all assistance being given the aggressors. U Nu also stated that repre- 
sentatives had discussed the subject with the government of the United 
States “at the highest level.” Nu’s views on American involvement in 
the KMT problem were declared anew in a speech before the Chamber 
of Deputies in which he charged: 


The Kuomintang regime would not ... exist on . . . Formosa 
but for the large-scale assistance, military and economic, furnished 
to it by the United States. We believe that this fact imposes on the 
United States certain responsibilities. One is to ensure that the 
Formosan regime does not misuse the military equipment which 
the United States provides to it.°° 


The United States responded to Burma’s representations by effect- 
ing yet another airlift of Nationalist Chinese to Formosa, but not with- 
out the expression of deep-seated bitterness from Burma and from Nu. 
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The re-emergence of the Kuomintang controversy did not push the 
Burmese government into any dependence upon the Communist coun- 
tries for arms. Indeed, U Nu indicated in late March 1961 that Burma 
wanted to purchase more arms from the British—or from the Ameri- 
cans, if British equipment were not available—for use against the Kar- 
ens and the Kuomintang marauders. Agreement also was reached on 
American aid for modernization of the road to Mandalay, the United 
States made an outright grant of $6 million to Burma for the construc- 
tion of a new “intermediate college” in Rangoon, an additional $9.25 
million was loaned to the Burmese, and the General Exploration Com- 
pany (an American firm) was licensed to conduct geological surveys 
for oil in 10,000 square miles of central Burma. 

Nu’s willingness to accept American aid despite his ire over the 
Kuomintang affair indicated that he was aware that Burma still needed 
external economic and technical help for development purposes. The 
future of Burma “is basically our own responsibility,” Nu told the 
Chamber of Deputies in September 1960, but this responsibility could 
not be discharged “by us with our own resources. To make headway, 
we need to use every available resource, including foreign assistance.’’®* 
Still smarting from the knowledge that other formerly occupied South- 
east Asian lands had made more profitable reparations arrangements 
with Japan, Burma asked the Japanese in 1961 for $200 million more 
in reparations payments (a request that Japan refused). 

Another problem about which Burma could do little, despite a num- 
ber of determined efforts by Nu, was that of adjacent Laos. “We be- 
lieve that a durable solution to their problem can be worked out only 
by the Laotian people themselves under the umbrella of the Geneva 
Agreement on Laos of 1954,” Nu said in the Parliament in September 
1960, “and we appeal to all the Powers concerned to help promote such 
a settlement.’’®* According to Nu, “Strict neutrality in foreign affairs 
[was] the only realistic policy for Laos, given her geographical situ- 
ation and other circumstances.” Yet he himself did not follow a 
strictly neutral policy toward the Laotian internal struggle for power, 
selling the blockaded government of Prince Souvanna Phouma petro- 
leum in September 1960 and allowing it to be airlifted from Burmese 
fields. When the military tide temporarily turned against the Sou- 
vanna Phouma government in December 1960, however, Burma turned 
a deaf ear to the requests of refugee officials for help—because all fac- 
tions in the Laotian civil war were supported by major participants in 
the cold war.*t Nu also declined an invitation from Laotian King Sa- 
vang Vathana for Burma to become a member, together with Malaya 
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and Cambodia, of a commission to visit Laos and confirm its neutrality. 
To do so, Nu said, would amount to recognizing the government headed 
by Prince Boun Oum.® 

Burma, its Foreign Ministry said in an official statement on De- 
cember 20, 1960, “considers that the fall of Vientiane [to the pro- 
Western Boun Oum—Phoumi Nosavan faction] does not mean the end 
of the Laotian civil war but the beginning of a much more serious con- 
flict which may involve the two power blocs. . . . In these circum- 
stances the Government of the Union of Burma considers that it might 
be helpful if the United Nations can appoint a commission composed 
of neutral countries which are acceptable to the parties involved in the 
Laotian civil war and charge it to find ways and means of solving the 
present conflict in Laos.” Subsequently, Nu called for “free and fair 
elections” in Laos “to be supervised by a commission of uncommitted 
states acceptable to all the Laotian parties.” Burma, he said, “would 
be happy, if requested, to serve on such a commission.”®* The impor- 
tance of Nu’s views on the Laotian problem was underscored in late 
April 1961 when the American, British, and French Ambassadors 
called jointly on the Burmese Premier to urge him to encourage the 
other nonaligned nations to support an immediate cessation of hostili- 
ties in Laos.*®° There was even a possibility that he might “go abroad 
to a few places in connection with the cease-fire in Laos,” Nu told 
members of his Union Party on May 7, but he said no more. Burma, 
having originally refused to participate in a 14-nation conference on 
Laos (suggested by Cambodia’s Prince Norodom Sihanouk), subse- 
quently agreed to take part in the Geneva parley on the Laotian prob- 
lem, which began in mid-May 1961. Burma’s Foreign Minister Sao 
Hkun Hkio declared that his government would welcome a continuous 
stretch of nonaligned states from India in the west to Laos and Cam- 
bodia in the east (a plan suggested also by Prince Sihanouk). The 
Geneva Conference made what was generally regarded as progress in 
its efforts to bring about international agreement concerning the future 
of Laos, but fared less well in its attempts to reconcile the opposed fac- 
tions within the country.®* The key to the Laotian problem, as Nu had 
predicted, lay with the Laotians themselves. Nu also realized, how- 
ever, that even with internal reconciliation, peace in Laos (and South- 
east Asia) depended on the support of the big powers. This was why 
he sought Chou En-lai’s endorsement of “genuine neutrality” for Laos 
in the joint communiqué that followed the April 1961 meeting at Yun- 
nan®*’—and why, also, he provided facilities for a meeting between 
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United States roving Ambassador W. Averell Harriman and Laotian 
Prince Souvanna Phouma in Rangoon in September. 

Nu’s behavior on the international scene in 1960-62 was also gov- 
erned by a growing doubt that a nuclear war between the two blocs in 
the cold war was as unlikely as he had once believed.** His feelings 
were particularly evident at the Belgrade conference of nonaligned 
states held in September 1961. However much the great powers “may 
want peace,” Nu said in the Parliament following the Belgrade meet- 
ing, “there are too many other considerations which enter the picture, 
one of the most important being that of national prestige. Therefore, 
despite their own yearnings for a peaceful world, the leaders of the 
Great Powers need support and backing.”®®? This was why Nu urged 
the Belgrade nations to encourage the leading Communist and anti- 
Communist countries to set a “cooling-off period,” and why he called 
on them to use “a large heart and a level head” in the way they went 
about opposing the evils of colonialism and racial discrimination and 
to “obey the golden rule of forgive and forget.””° 

Not all of the leaders attending the Belgrade meeting agreed that 
their countries should make an effort to bridge the gap dividing the 
world’s great powers. Among those whose agreement was not obvious 
was the host, President Tito of Yugoslavia. The African countries in 
particular wanted to use the conference as a device for berating the 
West. Indian Premier Nehru, however—ably seconded by Nu and 
assisted by Mrs. S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike (Ceylon’s Premier) and 
Archbishop Makarios (President of Cyprus)—succeeded in reducing 
the anti-Western feeling of the Belgrade meeting.” Nu himself, in ad- 
dition, threatened to “publicly dissociate himself from the conference” 
in order to prevent the passage of a strong anti-Israeli resolution insti- 
gated by the Arab states.’? 


In January 1962, at the national congress of his Union Party, U Nu 
stepped down as Party President, although he remained as Premier. 
At the same convention the Thakin wing of the party decisively de- 
feated the more moderate U-Bo’s in the contest for domination of the 
new E.C. The Thakins, led by Thakin Tin, won all the seats on the 
E.C., seemingly settling for the time being the question of control of 
the party machinery. The split in the Union Party was similar to the 
rivalry for control of the united AFPFL before April 1958. The goal 
of both factions was to gain control of the party apparatus, and their 
struggle involved personality differences and rival political machines 
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as well as a clash of interests. On the whole, the Thakins, less edu- 
cated and more traditionalist in most ways, were paradoxically the 
more extreme socialists, while the U-Bo’s, more educated and West- 
ernized, were far more cautious concerning the state’s role in the econ- 
omy (though they were by no means anti-socialist). 

Party differences had been one of the factors preventing the imple- 
mentation of the new Four-Year Plan, virtually nothing having been 
done to put it into operation”? despite the urgency Nu expressed in 
an address to the Parliament™* in August 1961. Another cause of the 
government’s immobility, however, was its preoccupation with the 
growing discontent of the minorities with the country’s governing 
arrangements and with the policies of the Burman-dominated central 
government. In a conference on minority problems in Rangoon, Shan 
leaders had even threatened to secede from the Union,” and, accord- 
ing to Brigadier Aung Gyi, the Kayahs, numbering only 87,000 per- 
sons, had also talked of independence.”® There was a feeling in the 
country that the Nu government was unwilling or unable to deal strictly 
enough with such talk of secession.” These considerations, coupled 
with lagging economic development and the decline in governmental 
efficiency that followed the return of the civilian politicians to office, 
seemed to move Burma once again toward the brink of chaos. In addi- 
tion, the announcement that the Nu government intended to nationalize 
foreign trade as of March 1, 1962, aroused the ire of the Rangoon 
business community and contributed to the growing ranks of the dis- 
satisfied. Monks had attacked U Nu following the adoption of new 
constitutional guarantees on behalf of non-Buddhists, ethnic minorities 
were more aroused than at any time since independence, and now busi- 
nessmen, too, were voicing discontent with the Nu government. 

So it was that on March 2, 1962, General Ne Win and the Army 
returned to power in a lightning-like coup that contrasted sharply with 
the constitutionally camouflaged seizure of power in 1958. Forming 
a 17-man Revolutionary Council of senior officers to govern the coun- 
try, Ne Win declared in a radio broadcast that the Armed Forces “had 
taken over the responsibility and the task of keeping the country’s 
safety owing to greatly deteriorating conditions in the country.”’* In 
a press conference on March 7, Brigadier Aung Gyi, next in impor- 
tance to Ne Win in the new government, explained : 


In Burma we had economic, religious and political crises with the 
issue of federalism the most important reason for the coup... . 
A small country like Burma cannot afford division. The states en- 
joy autonomy and the right of secession guaranteed by the Consti- 
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tution, but if secession were to be exercised, small and newly inde- 
pendent Burma would sink like Laos or Vietnam.”® 


General Ne Win declared that the constitution had grave defects, 
and he unilaterally and illegally abrogated it. He also dissolved the 
Parliament and the existing state governments. 

As for U Nu, he was placed under detention—together with most 
of the other top members of the government, Union Party leaders, and 
various Shan political figures. This was not Nu’s first detention; he 
had been jailed by the British on the eve of World War II. Then he 
was only a young nationalist agitator; in 1962 he was Burma’s Pre- 
mier and a world figure. In 1962, moreover, he was detained by some 
of his own countrymen following his second ouster from the Premier- 
ship at the hands of the Army. The second detention was unquestion- 
ably the more painful, followed as it was by his successor Ne Win’s 
abrogating the constitution, discarding (at least temporarily) even the 
forms of democratic government in Burma, and disestablishing Bud- 
dhism as the state religion (in effect, since its status derived exclusively 
from a 1961 amendment to the country’s basic law). Nu’s lot was fail- 
ure and disappointment on many fronts. 


NINETEEN 


i 


EXIT ¢ 


As BurmMa’s PREMIER, U Nu sought reconciliation with his foes both 
within and outside Burma. He tried to show his countrymen—and the 
world—the relevance of love and truth to the solution of human prob- 
lems. Typical of his approach was the speech he made to the 1960 
graduating class of Rangoon University, in which he said: 


Man is a creature who lives in a community. . . . Only when a 
man wins the love and respect of his community can he be called 
eminent. . . . That which wins the love and respect of fellow hu- 
mans is not worldly goods; it is truth, probity and practical benevo- 
lence towards others which wins the love and respect of fellow 
humans. If a man acts on every occasion with an honest mind, just 
and unshaken principles, and with the welfare of the ward, the vil- 
lage, the town, the country and the world at heart, this person will 
win the love and respect of the human world. 


The words revealed the character of the man, but they did not solve 
the “16,000 problems.” 

According to Dr. Ba Maw, the trouble with Nu was that neither 
by temperament nor by training was he a revolutionist. The Burmese 
revolution continued to smolder, but Nu and his associates were unable 
to channel its demands effectively, and hence contributed to “a general 
feeling of frustration and betrayal.”? This feeling was particularly 
strong among members of Burma’s armed forces, who were becoming 
increasingly important politically. They were a different kind of man 
from Nu and the old-line revolutionaries—and in their own eyes were 
better equipped for the difficult tasks of leading the multi-sided Bur- 
mese revolution. 

Several months after Nu’s return to office in 1960, The Nation, the 


EXIT ? 243 


influential Rangoon daily newspaper, assessed him and his government 
in an editorial titled “Best Prime Minister, Worst Administration.” 
“Where he fails,” the newspaper said of Nu, “is in finding lieutenants 
with the capability to fill in the appropriate pictures, to color and shade 
them into a composite whole. . . . It is a tragedy of U Nu’s career 
that he finds himself surrounded, either through personal selection or 
force of circumstances, by mediocrities and wrong-headed types.”* Nu’s 
leadership was largely leadership by example; as he himself put it, “I 
have intended and hoped that my resolutions and conduct would be as 
a beacon transmitting timely reminders.’”® 

Shortly after his return to office in 1960, Nu attributed his coun- 
try’s woes to “a perverse sense of values. . . . Men everywhere are 
attaching prime importance to material success,” he said, “and resort- 
ing to means and methods, in order to achieve that success, which our 
forefathers would hold to be dishonorable or questionable.”® In order 
to encourage right values, he wrote another play, The Wages of Sin, 
which was serialized in The Nation in February 1961." In this play Po 
Thoung, a young Communist, says of his father: 


My father, though a minister, does not behave like one. He drinks, 
gambles, womanizes and takes bribes. One day my mother caught 
him with a prostitute. She slapped him. My father being drunk 
and without self-respect put up a loud howl. The neighbors sick 
to death of his drunken uproars threw stones at him. The incident 
made newspaper headlines the next day. After that I didn’t dare 
show my face anywhere. At school the walls were covered with 
posters which said: “Boozing Minister,’ “Whoring Minister,” 
“Gambling Minister,” “Money-eating Minister.” Eventually my 
desk too was plastered with these posters. My schoolmates began 
to shout these words after me. I had to stop attending school. I did 
not dare go out. It seemed to me that everyone was looking at me 
and saying, “Here comes the son of the whoring minister.” I didn’t 
know what to do till Mya Than told me about the school [Commu- 
nist] here and I came over. I am very ashamed of my father. One 
of these days I will either kill myself or kill him. This is why I have 
bought this dagger.’ 


Another character in the play, Tin Tin, tells the minister, U Po 
Lone, that he is “paving the way for a Communist takeover” by his 
conduct.? Again and again Nu drove home the message that evil would 
befall evildoers and that good would ultimately triumph.?° 

Nu’s desire to establish Buddhism as the state religion was part of 
his attempt to strengthen the moral fiber of his countrymen. But Nu’s 
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religious outlook also affected his performance as Premier in other 
ways. In May 1961 he began a 45-day period of prayer and meditation 
at Mount Popa at a time when the Laotian crisis was still far from 
resolved—although he did postpone the start of his retreat in order to 
consult with the American, British, and French Ambassadors on the 
possibility of an extension of the war in neighboring Laos. When he 
did go into retreat, he left strict orders not to be disturbed. Later the 
same year the Cabinet voted to erect a large nat shrine at Mount Popa, 
superseding a previous decision to build two such shrines, one in Ran- 
goon and one in Mandalay. The $2,000 allocated for the two shrines 
would be used to build a larger one at Mount Popa. In late 1961 the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs appropriated more than $12,000 for the 
building of pagodas of sand, symbolizing purity. 


In his second Premiership U Nu was clearly more traditionalist 
than revolutionary, but this had not always been so. Through the years 
Nu has shown many facets. Nationalist, modernizer, traditionalist, hu- 
manist, religionist, and, sometimes, superb politician—Nu was all of 
these. He became Burma’s political leader largely by chance. Dr. Ba 
Maw liked him—at least better than any of the other young Thakins— 
and he became a member of the wartime government, partly to escape 
prosecution by the Japanese. He was elected to the Constituent Assem- 
bly in 1947 to fill a seat vacated by the accidental death of its occupant. 
He became independent Burma’s first Premier because the assassina- 
tions of Aung San and the other top leaders left nobody else. 

However, Nu’s emergence as Burma’s chief governmental decision- 
maker within half a decade of his rise to the leadership of his country, 
and his position as its most popular citizen, were not the result of 
chance. They stemmed from his keen understanding of his political 
colleagues in particular and his countrymen in general. The colleagues 
—U Ba Swe, U Kyaw Nyein, and the rest—were younger than Nu 
and hence accorded him great deference; they also were less sure of 
themselves—including the Army leaders, even after the 1958 and 1962 
coups. Nu’s countrymen, on the other hand, came to love and respect 
him as Burma’s ranking nationalist, a devout Buddhist, and a man who 
increasingly displayed a personal cultural orientation at one with the 
way the average Burmese viewed the world about him. Nu consciously 
played upon the attitudes of both groups. 

As political leader of his country, U Nu was genuinely successful 
until the spring of 1958; he unified his countrymen, inspired them, and 
had the courage to fight when necessary for what he believed in. As 
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chief governmental administrator, he was never a success; Burma in 
the decade from 1948 to 1958 was badly governed, and the two years 
following Nu’s return to office in April 1960 were no improvement. 
Although this situation was in part the result of the limited legacy of 
administrative experience left by the British, it was also the result of 
political interference with administration, the caliber of Nu’s chief lieu- 
tenants, and the tendency on Nu’s own part to interfere on all levels 
of the government. 

U Nu’s role in the development of the political personality of renas- 
cent Burma took five forms. Nu made his first contribution to the evo- 
lution of an emancipated Burma in the middle and late 1930’s as 
President of the Rangoon University Students’ Union, member of the 
Dobama Asiayone, and leading figure in the Red Dragon Book Club. 
This role was an important one, but it probably could have been filled 
as well by someone else; the forces stirring Burma at this time were 
powerful ones, and Nu was only one reflection of them. But as a uni- 
fying force in Burma in the wake of independence, Nu played a much 
more important role; he, and he alone, kept the government together 
after Aung San’s assassination and the early Communist and other 
rebel successes in 1948-50. Equally important, Nu served in the years 
after independence as a link between the Burmese past and the dream 
of his political associates and countrymen alike of a better future. Some 
of his colleagues—U Kyaw Nyein possibly or some of the Army leaders 
—were more competent technically to chart the course for the moderni- 
zation of backward Burma. But none of them could have translated 
socialist aims into the Burmese folk idiom as successfully as Nu. Nu, 
moreover, was a symbol of Burma and its Buddhism, its hopes, and its 
groping. Finally, Nu was not only Burma’s spokesman on the inter- 
national scene but also the voice of the underdeveloped countries and 
nonaligned lands in general (a role he assumed consciously), or so he 
seemed to many. There was a difference between Nu and most of the 
others, however ; Nu had lost—or controlled—the hatred derived from 
past mistreatment. 

When he resumed the Premiership in April 1960, U Nu was the 
most popular Burmese political leader of all time and possessed greater 
potential influence than any other person or group, including the Army, 
in his land. During both of Nu’s administrations his personal influ- 
ence on Burma’s government and the Burmese political process was 
strong. Yet, far from being a dictator in either word or act, of all the 
leaders of the countries whose independence had been gained after the 
Second World War, U Nu was one of the most convinced and under- 
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standing democrats. But he failed to retain the Premiership for even 
two years, and he was not effective in solving Burma’s problems. 


At the end of 1962, U Nu was still under detention by his soldier 
successors. Although the military government claimed that he was 
being well treated, he was able to see his wife for only the second time 
in late August. Nu posed a problem for the ruling Revolutionary 
Council just as he had for the caretaker administration in 1958-60: 
he would not quit politics. “Don’t you know that it is illegal to arrest 
the Prime Minister?” Nu is alleged to have said during the second 
Army coup" on March 2. Nu was asked to proclaim publicly his resig- 
nation from the Premiership and his retirement from public life. He 
vigorously refused—despite his announcement in late 1961 that he 
intended to leave politics in 1964. Nu wanted sorely to retire to a life 
of fulltime meditation and propagation of the Buddhist faith and to set 
an example as a leader who had renounced power at the height of his 
glory. But Nu was not at the height of his glory on March 2, 1962, 
when for a second time in less than four years he was ushered none too 
gently out of his nation’s highest political office. Repeatedly, in subse- 
quent months, the military government asked Nu to disavow political 
life; “I am still Premier,” he is said to have stated with continued 
firmness. 

The Revolutionary Council could not afford to release Nu, a man 
of great energy and remarkable political resilience as well as of fre- 
quently demonstrated courage and shrewdness. Nu is probably still the 
most popular Burmese of all time with the masses of his countrymen, 
and the passive resistance campaign that he had planned in 1958-59, 
if he had decided to revive it in 1962 or later, would have threatened 
the survival of the Ne Win government. Nor could the Army try the 
popular and honest Nu both because he had broken no laws and because 
his trial, let alone conviction, would have made him a political martyr. 
This led some of his friends to fear for his life. “He could meet with 
an ‘accident’ in captivity,” a longtime close friend said in Rangoon in 
August 1962. But this, too, would have aroused the country, and it is 
grossly unfair to accuse Burma’s dedicated military leaders of a capacity 
for political homicide. 

The circumstances left the government only two courses of action: 
to continue to confine Nu and to erase his image from the public mind 
—the former the easier to accomplish. “U Nu will not be released un- 
til after 1964,” a former Cabinet member stated in 1962. “Then he will 
no longer be able to claim that he is Prime Minister, his term having 
expired.” The exhibition in newly built Envoy Hall in 1962 depicting 
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Burma’s path to independence included only one picture of the deposed 
Nu, standing to one side as the Union Jack was lowered and the new 
Burmese flag raised in its place on January 4, 1948. The picture of 
General Ne Win, Chairman of the Revolutionary Council, was every- 
where. Nevertheless, the task of erasing his image would take time, 
and presumably it would stand a better chance of success if a substi- 
tute for Nu could be found. 

General Ne Win, who was in Europe for medical treatment for 
nearly three months from July to October 1962, is no substitute him- 
self. He rules with an iron hand, revealing the very opposite philoso- 
phy from U Nu’s approach to the governing of man. The tragic 
slaughter of 16 students in a bloody demonstration at Rangoon Uni- 
versity on July 7, 1962, in which another 42 young men and women 
were wounded, lost for the soldier government the respect of many 
educated and responsible Burmese who had previously not regretted 
U Nu’s departure from the Premiership. Indeed, the second Ne Win 
government seemed to have developed the art of political alienation to 
a fine degree. Chairman Ne Win berated civil servants (many of whom 
appreciated the order and stability of his previous administration), 
offended many judges and lawyers by his abrogation of the constitu- 
tion and replacement of Western-style judicial institutions with “spe- 
cial crimes courts,’ deprived the Rangoon and Mandalay University 
faculties of tenure and the right to govern themselves, and similarly 
displeased other sections of the Burmese elite. The parliamentary poli- 
ticians could hardly be pleased at being displaced, nor could students 
(and their familes and friends) be enamored of a government that shot 
at them. Burma had no shortage of discontent as 1962 ended—a major 
reason for U Nu’s continued confinement. Once before in 1958-60, 
Nu had used popular dissatisfaction with a military government as a 
springboard to return to power in Burma. 

Despite its shortcomings, the second Ne Win government did 
attempt to win political backing. To the strife-weary Burmese people 
it promised the establishment at last of law and order in the country, 
and it moved to improve the distribution of various goods and to lower 
prices; the Adjutant-General even issued a directive informing mili- 
tary personnel how to behave toward civilians. Surrendering Shan 
insurgents were told in September that the “people’s administration” 
would not exploit them as their sawbwas (hereditary chieftains) had 
done,?? while businessmen were assured that Nu’s plan to nationalize 
import trade would be delayed for at least two years. The pro-Com- 
munist National Unity Front, against which the soldiers had moved so 
vigorously in 1958-60, was now wooed by a military government that 


248 END OF AN ERA 


seemingly sought to end the nearly 15-year-old Communist insurrec- 
tion by indicating to the extreme leftists that there was still a place for 
them in “revolutionary” Burma.!? When U Nu had done essentially 
the same thing in mid-1958, however, he had been accused by many of 
the same soldiers of appeasing the Communists. 

Unlike the first Ne Win government, the Revolutionary Council 
did not immediately attempt to alleviate all of Burma’s problems. Since 
it did not regard itself as only a caretaker administration this time, it 
did not want to jeopardize its chances of ultimate success by hasty 
action. The Council, however, loudly proclaimed its attachment to 
socialist goals, declaring that it did not believe that man would “be 
set free from social evils as long as pernicious economic systems exist 
in which man exploits man and lives on the fat of such appropriation.” 
Liberation would come only when “a socialist economy based on jus- 
tice is established,” the Council stated in a major, if vague, policy dec- 
laration, The Burmese Way to Socialism.’* The lack of any definite 
statement of what the “Burmese way to socialism” was left an “empti- 
ness in our midst,” as Dr. Ba Maw, under the pseudonym of Po Thu 
Daw, wrote in The Nation.> One thing was clear about the new gov- 
ernment’s economic policy, however : it would place a greater emphasis 
than ever before on agriculture, which U Nu had also proclaimed his 
intention to do as early as 1957. 

Politically, the soldiers who ousted Nu in March 1962 tried, as he, 
too, had done, to limit political factionalism, and its consequent weak- 
ening of the government, by encouraging a single national party. To 
this end, they proclaimed a Burma Socialist Programme Party, which 
had the support of the anti-democratic NUF but of neither the recently 
deposed Union Party nor the Ba Swe-Kyaw Nyein AFPFL. The new 
party was described as a “transitional” and “cadre” one, which would 
be “constituted on the principle of centralism.’*” Parliamentary de- 
mocracy had failed, the Revolutionary Council charged in April 1962, 
declaring: “The nation’s socialist aims cannot be achieved with any 
assurance by means of the form of parliamentary democracy that we 
have so far experienced.”?® 


In November 1960, in a speech before the Indian Council of World 
Affairs in New Delhi, U Nu sought to answer the question, “Are Asians 
fit for democracy?” He said: 

If we take a good look at the nations of the West, we find that barely 


half of them are practicing democracies today, and that in only a 
handful of them has democracy been firmly established. In view of 
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this state of affairs, it would be just as permissible for us to ask, 
“Are Westerners fit for democracy?’ But of course we do not ask 
it because we realize that it would not be a fair question. It would 
not be fair because we know that the democratic system of Gov- 
ernment, though the most desirable, is at the same time the most 
difficult form of Government to operate. No amount of academic 
study of democracy will by itself produce a democratic society. 
Democracy simply cannot be forced on a people, however enlight- 
ened the rulers may be. The basic principles of democracy have to 
be applied in each country in such a way as to suit local conditions, 
local beliefs and local customs. This means a slow process of grad- 
ual growth, and of education of the people. That is why, if we look 
into the record of those countries in which democracy has been 
firmly established, we will find that it has taken them hundreds of 
years to get where they are today. Most of the countries of Asia 
have been independent for just over a decade. This fact makes 
doubly unfair the question, “Are Asians fit for democracy ?” I sup- 
pose the correct answer to this question, even if it sounds a little 
facetious, is: “Ask me in a few hundred years’ time, and I will tell 
you not only whether the Asians but all the other peoples of the 
world are fit for democracy. 


In the final analysis, the success or failure of a democratic ex- 
periment depends on the human element. Good men are essential 
to the successful working of a democracy. As I see it, human frail- 
ties, and particularly addiction to one or more of the main human 
vices—wine, women, gambling and corruption—are the greatest 
threat to democracy in Asia today. Having come to power by dem- 
ocratic means, many of our leaders have fallen prey to these evils 
and have thereby forfeited the confidence of their peoples. In a 
long-established democracy, such a Government would be thrown 
out by the electorate at the next election if not before. But in coun- 
tries where a long tradition of democracy does not exist, these same 
corrupted leaders are only too often tempted to evade the demo- 
cratic consequences of their conduct by adopting unfair means to 
perpetuate themselves in power. . . . In Burma we have a saying, 
“Only a gold cup is good enough to hold a lion’s fat.” Similarly, 
only good men can successfully operate a democratic system of 
Government.?® 


U Nu was a good man, but he did not make democracy work in 
Burma. With so many problems and the resources at hand so limited, 
what could one man—even a good man—do? More, perhaps, than Nu 
did: Nu “talked a good game,” as the saying goes, but he did far less. 
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Indeed his goodness may have stood in his way ; he lacked the ruthless- 
ness that seems necessary even for the purposes of democracy. He 
seemed, moreover, to regard democratic government as an end in itself 
rather than as a means to other ends. And his revolutionary spirit un- 
questionably diminished between 1936 and 1962. 

General Ne Win and his subordinates who took over from Nu in 
March 1962 were probably better equipped to direct the Burmese revo- 
lution. Theirs would not be an easy task, however ; if they lacked most 
of Nu’s weaknesses, they also lacked many of his assets—and they 
would have to function, at least initially, in the same Burmese environ- 
ment.” The tragedy was that U Nu and the Army were never able to 
form a political alliance, despite Nu’s efforts in 1960-62 to remain on 
good terms with the military. But Nu could not control the various 
civilian political forces, and so he failed. 


Early in Nu’s first Premiership, when he was leading the fight 
against the Communists and the other insurgents, the Burmese writer 
Dagon Taya wrote a “little verse,” as he called it, about Nu. In a bio- 
graphical sketch of Nu,” published in the middle 1950’s, Dagon Taya 
used this unfinished verse to characterize Nu’s career: 


In the blast of the whirlwind, 
A leaf caught up, spinning ; 
Whirling and eddying, 

And floating in the wind. 


The times had brought Nu to the center of the stage, and the times 
had taken him away. But during his appearance he dominated the stage 
and played his part better, under the circumstances, than most others 
would have. The part, however, was too big for him. A different role 
might have suited him better—and may do so still. 
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